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The greatest tragedy (as well as the greatest gift)  
of my life is that I was born racially ambiguous--a  
mixed-blood, a mutt, a zebra, a "Heinz 57."  Therefore,  
this society which consistently promotes rigid dichotomies  
has also promoted my insanity: namely, manic-depression,  
and mild schizophrenia.  I have two minds, since I am one  
of the first manifestations of Postmodern Man; because  
of this, I will continue to treat the monuments of tradition  
with jubilant irreverence.  
In my eyes, there is no distinction between high and  
low culture--that has been leveled like an old low-income  
housing project.  Razing the establishment is something  
easily learned when one grows up in "the hood" as an  
unwilling member of the "low culture."  But to pigeonhole  
myself within the defining term "Postmodernism" is also  
inadequate; I am simply a product of that movement.  I  
don't worship Nabokov or Borges; I'm not hung up on irony  
and practical jokes; nor do I have a "high" literary  
ambition.  However, I do advocate multiplicity in fiction,  
as well as discontinuous narratives, namely because they're  
much more interesting than the boring/traditional linear  
plot, since I grew up on comic books and MTV and I find  
T.S. Eliot to be overtly anal-retentive and I'm not ashamed  
of my short attention span.  So what am I saying?  
I guess I'm saying the old identification as being  
either yin or yang is old hat, cliche, banal, stale, trite  
.  .  .  stereotypical.  I'm one of that ever-increasing army  
of advocates for "both/and" rather than "either/or."  But  
because I advocate "both/and," I must also advocate  
"either/or," because ignoring the "either/or" mentality  
would mean I was just being "either/or" once more.  Yin  
or yang became yin and yang, which in turn begat yinyang,  
which begat the yaing.  
Interracial marriages were only legalized in 1967.  
I was born in 1971, one of the first of many Americans  
who cannot be categorized as belonging to a single race.  
Of course, I am not implying that racial mixture was  
nonexistent prior to 1967; rather, my stipulation is that  
1967 ushers in a "new wave" in American history for people  
of color, a wave which denies the traditional method of  
pigeonholing individuals into racial categories, a wave  
which forces the social acknowledgement of miscegenation- -
much like Stonewall forced the social acknowledgement of  
homosexuality, despite its previous, subterranean presence  
in America.  This is the wave I'm surfing on.  
And since I hold multiplicity in my skin daily, I  
also hold it in my thoughts, thus the two (or more) minds,  
thus the insanity.  What this ultimately leads to is an  
anti-heirarchical ideology, a thought process which bridges  
the divisions of race and culture.  It is certainly easy  to be for or against something, but to be simultaneously  
for and against something is structurally more challenging,  
and therefore, more rewarding.  
Therefore, this project is an expression of my  
understanding of the coherence of a clear narrator with  
an unclear narrator, of poetic language with the colloquial,  
of art with anti-art, of traditional/old style with the  
contemporary, of straight with queer, of black with white,  
of serious with mundane, of prose with poetry, of life  
with death.  So it will contain prosy poems, as well as  
poetic prose, as well as prose and poetry.  It is a liminal  
work, constantly pushing extremes together, blurring lines,  
making membranes more permeable, turning black and white  
into gray.  
From whence did this horrific ideology spring?  I  
suppose I have two Native American Art classes to blame.  
It was the first term in my graduate school career that  
I was blessed once again with the experience of being the  
only visible person of color in the classroom.  Throughout  
my undergraduate studies, I had managed to survive the  
culture shocks of attending college by being engulfed by  
the hegemony, by assimilating, by acting (and thinking)  
like a white man.  This worked well, back then.  However,  
OSU is a wonderful environment for breeding intolerance,  
and thus, I managed to become intolerant with my "facade"  
of following in the footsteps of a long line of dead white  guys.  This awareness was sparked in Native American Art  
class as we studied an artist named Oscar Howe.  
This particular artist was trained to paint the  
"Indian" way in one of those "special" New Mexico art  
schools for the disenfranchised.  Of course, Oscar Howe  
eventually began to slip away from the traditional training  
he was fed and concurrently began working in his own  
individual style, a style which was characterized as being  
imitative of the Surrealists and Cubists and, therefore,  
non-traditional in Native American art, which led to his  
being disqualified from an art contest.  This enraged Oscar  
Howe, who then sent a wonderful flame letter to the judges  
in which he explained to them--rather eloquently--that  
he was a Native American and that his art, as such, was  
Native American art.  Lo and behold, the judges were  
illuminated and the face of Native American art was changed  
eternally.  But I don't think he won the contest.  
Anyway, how does this effect this work?  As such:  
Oscar Howe and those Native American art courses ushered  
in a particular awareness of self for me.  No longer did  
I have to write in the traditional format, no longer did  
I have to worry myself about not being "good enough" to  
compete with the better trained, better educated, wealthier  
white writers who have forever defined what is literature- -
and more important to me, what is not.  This means I can  
be a writer.  It no longer means I have to be a Hispanic  
writer, or a Native American writer, or a Puerto Rican  writer, or an Apache/Navajo writer, or even a mixed-race  
writer, or a gay writer, or a bisexual writer, or a  
dissident writer (though I could wear each of those mantles  
with pride).  It simply means I'm a writer, a writer who  
deals with certain themes and subject matters and has a  
unique background and genetic orientation.  It means I  
can now write about what is important to me, no longer  
attempting to mimic the standards which have been  
established by the dominant power structures within academia  
and the rest of this culture.  
Although I've only taken two Native American art  
courses, I feel they have affected me more than the majority  
of English courses I've been forced to endure.  However,  
the effects of these art classes were not intellectual,  
not logical (by ethnocentric European standards), but  
spiritual and, as such, haven't manifested themselves in  
a concrete way which can be easily pointed out--except  
by looking at this work in its entirety, which has been  
influenced by those two fleeting ten-week-long courses.  
They've freed me, given me my warpath.  This is how Native  
American art has influenced this project--and my life.  
Now I'm the Geronimo of word.  Both Ways  
Vanishing River  
-for mother and father  
let me sing to you like water  
sneaking trickster fingers  
down land.  this river  
you saw echoes  
my anger, sinking  
inward with every trickle  
into the heart  
of our world, wandering down  
long trails of tears, under  
reservations, beneath drunken  
cities of night, hidden like sad faces  
behind ceremonial masks,  
finally rising  
several miles along this  
warpath  
like my temper, my cheek  
bones, my arrows shot at  
god, seeping past  
a people playing disappearing games  
with death.  & we shall return  
to sip from this  
cold water, as long as we'll remember- -
as long as we will  
wait  2 
Annoyance  
I am  
that moment before dawn when light gets knocked up by  
darkness & shadows are born.  The sliver of moon between  
darkside and light we like calling terminator.  I am  
you walking through doorways; I am the in-between worlds;  
the theatre curtain half-way drawn before the show; the  
ocean, it is me, my waves are lingering, sliding across  
the sand, confused  .  .  .  and I am also the land.  
There's a place on your bare forehead where the third eye  
should be, that is me, the crosshatched pattern in the  
palm of your hand, the line between white of eye and pupil  
& the blink as well.  
The morning mist you can't quite call fog.  The moment  
of understanding the complex problem, the epiphany, the  
negative capability, can't you tell?  The beat of a heart  
and its antithesis, the freeze after the sneeze, between  
a grimace and a grin, a crack in the sidewalk, a hang-nail,  
a goose bump, hair rising on the fringe of your neck.  
This is the essence you must learn.  
Not quite solid or liquid, but slime & plasma, and somewhere  
in between that.  The moment when your balls tighten, the  
moment when your thigh muscle flexes, the perfect  
application of makeup, the hair day that isn't quite good  
or bad; the jean size between too loose and too tight.  
That last autumn leaf on the tree has something to do with  
me; you can't call it winter till it falls.  3 
Zero plus zero, & any number added onto infinity.  
Don't you understand?  I'm either either or or.  
A yellow signal light isn't me, but that moment you can't  
decide between braking and accelerating is.  
The tree, the spotted owl, and the chainsaw  
the snooze button option,  
the non-skid butterflies on the shower floor.  Dammit,  
I'm the argument over leaving the toilet seat up or down;  
the door held open for the radical lesbian; the same sex  
couple kissing in public; the dragon breath glance at  
morning; the tampon dispenser, the droplet of urine splashed  
onto your leg, the remote control when you can't find it,  
the prerecorded message, the keys left on the other side  
of the locked door, the last bag of frozen food you can't  
manage to fit in the freezer.  
Yes, no, yes,  
The coin flip.  I am the coin flip and the decision, the  
rhythm, the California stop & the sock you misplaced in  
the laundry; the dropped penny, the very first penetration,  
that second between the last second and this one.  
Hung over or not, I am the contracting diaphragm before  
you puke; the centimeter dilation & the time between  
contractions.  
Neapolitan, cosmopoliton, taste me as I melt free.  That  
feeling your getting right now as you listen to me; a  
semi-automatic.  Bass and treble?  I'll take it.  Smoking  
or non?  
To be, or not to be?  
I have a preferance for purgatory, that place between deep  
and shallow, between concrete and abstract, between enemy  
and friend, assertive and bitchy.  
Call me cum in your mouth before you spit or swallow.  4 
I am in between bangs and whimpers.  
A Tie after overtime, a perverted wish before you blow  
out the candles, between here & there, this & that, then  
and now, not to mention the itching crotch when you're  
in public.  Naked or nude? urban, rural, love, hate, cock,  
cunt, rising and falling, chutes & ladders, him or her?  
Chaos or law, good or evil, dispersion or convergence,  
laughing and crying.  I won't decide, i won't decide, I  
won't decide on suicide.  
So it's how do you want your eggs?  
Check or cash? cash or credit?  Coffee, tea, milk, or me?  
Warm water making you want to piss in the shower; the cloud  
on the horizon after you just washed your car.  
Cop or robber?  cowboy or indian?  straight or queer?  
checking or savings?  a guess or an estimate?  refund or  
exchange?  
Never fear, we're all nurture and nature combinations.  
Would you rather step on a worm, dog shit, or broken glass?  
Do you wonder if you should take the risk?  
I am the lost wallet returned  
with all the cash missing.  
Because I am that moment at daybreak when shadows finally  
starve, wither into emaciation & die.  
& In the end,  
the only thing you can do  
is just deal with me.  5 
Both Ways  
We're here so I can tell Shelly I'm queer.  16th Street  
Mall in the middle of downtown Denver.  The Miller moths  
have come out from hiding after seventeen years.  Some  
sort of mating  ritual.  They flicker near lightposts  
looking like tv tuned to a dead channel, something we don't  
want to bother watching. The last time they were here,  
Shelly and I were only two.  
It's evening; the shops have closed before the sun  
has set.  It's summer and I'm home from my first year in  
the Navy.  We've left my Mustang parked on the west end  
of the outdoor Mall, a shiny chunk of black in the shadow  
of the Daniel & Fischer tower.  It used to be the tallest  
building in Denver, but now it seems to cringe beneath  
the huge skyscrapers, an impotent reminder of a past when  
brick had a better rep than stainless steel and glass.  
The clock at the top looks like the moon--gigantic next  
to the dwindling sun.  8:35.  
"It's been so long since we've done anything," Shelly  
says, her flowery spring dress pressing against her legs  
in the cooling breeze.  
"I know. There's not much to do here."  I pause.  
"Denver bores me.  If we were older we could go to the  
bar, at least."  
"That's alright. I have fun being out with you."  6 
We watch two horses pulling a buggy along the westward  
bus path, back in the direction we've come from.  Shelly  
loves horses.  She'll have her own carriage one day, giving  
rides to couples on expensive dates, yelling down at  
belligerent drunks to walk clear of the crabby horses.  
She already has stories to tell: of heroic drivers using  
horsewhips to thwart gun-toting thieves, of a charming  
driver who gave a ride to a lonely woman one night and  
ended up marrying her, of cruel owners and the karmic fate  
that struck them harder than any whip could, of accidents  
caused by drunk drivers who didn't see the glowing triangle  
of caution on the back of the buggy.  
Her hair is a trickling shower of honey in this light.  
I watch the breeze pulling it slightly taut near her tiny  
ear, her ear so perfectly sculpted, peach colored, a few  
hues lighter than the sunset horizon.  And now it's getting  
too dim to see the ocean-like colors in her eyes, almost  
traffic light green the way they shimmer sometimes, and  
in the car she smelled of freshly burnt sage.  
Her parents weren't home when I picked her up, probably  
gone to church--evening mass.  I don't ask about them.  
And maybe they'll smell something in the air when they  
get home,  something that smells like incense, but they  
won't know it's sage; they wouldn't know the smell of it,  
probably think she smoked "grass" on the sneak.  Her father  
will be very pissed;  her mother nervous.  All of it for  
no reason at all.  Shelly's life is full of that kind of  7 
shit--false accusations and distrust.  I can't stand seeing  
them.  Shelly's father-- consistently smiling his fake  
kindness; a quiet, stealthy humor picked up years ago in  
the Navy.  It's the kind of smile that whispers, "The only  
reason I pretend liking you is because you're my daughter's  
good friend.  Even if you are in the Navy."  We talk about  
my hitch sometimes, but we both know where he served, and  
where my kind serve.  Big differences between a white  
lieutenant commander and some half-breed yeoman.  Her mother  
is the eternal June Cleaver.  I swear, she learned  
motherhood from Ozzie & Harriet reruns.  She's easy to  
deal with; a compliment here, a sheepish grin there, she  
offers me homemade cookies, maybe lemonade, then she's  
done with me, goes back in the kitchen, probably wonders  
why Shelly won't go to the prom like all the other girls  
in the neighborhood.  And what they think of me is no longer  
an issue; Shelly told them three years ago, firmly  
established that our friendship was strictly platonic.  
That was sophomore year in high school, back when we were  
inseperable and her parents were nervous about me.  
She actually used to date some black dude a few months  
ago, until her parents said they'd disinherit her.  I  
sympathize with her choice; after all, she does live with  
them.  I was  on duty in California then.  She mailed me  
a smudged letter telling about the whole scene;  she'd been  
crying a lot.  8 
I suppose there will be enough time for "behavior  
of that sort" later.  That's what her father says when  
he disagrees with her actions: "I won't put up with behavior  
of that sort, Shelly."  
She doesn't believe in Jesus much anymore.  Her parents  
flinch each time they see her ripped black outfits, her  
combat boots, her tiny explosion of blonde underarm  
hair--she stopped shaving because it doesn't make sense  
to her anymore.  They've  probably plotted to rip up her  
entire wardrobe some evening while she's out, but they  
wouldn't dare, fearing she'd like the clothing even more  
afterward.  So they wish she'd go to church with them more  
often, and they sometimes ask her, but she's fast with  
excuses.  She's dating some college boy now, a real  
philosopher type.  At least he's the same color; Mom and  
Dad are happy enough, for now.  
Although the sun has started sinking behind the  
mountain line at the horizon, people still walk casually,  
taking their time; they lack the brisk, ample strides of  
city dwellers at night, not paranoid or frightened, just  
lingering.  Cops drive up and down the two concrete bus  
ways, watching for suspicious types.  There've been a number  
of thefts from store windows lately; one transvestite with  
a brick is all it takes--within seconds mannequins are  
stripped butt-naked, standing in thin piles of glass.  
"Ah, the young lovers!"  A man with a walkman dances  
his way past us.  He's wearing wire-framed glasses.  His  9 
scalp is sweat shiny beneath his dirty blonde buzz cut.  
Maybe a street person, but impossible to tell just by  
looking.  He's got a black t-shirt on that declares: Jesus  
died for YOU.  It's got a crown of thorns on it with a  
crucifix in the center.  He's one hundred percent smile.  
Shelly laughs, beams back.  "Having fun?"  
"Oh yes, hon!  I got the funk.  God bless you.  Jesus  
loves you!"  He walks ahead of us, dancing to an inaudible  
rhythm we can only sense in the patterns of his movement.  
We walk slowly, she and I, staring at our transparent  
reflections in the store windows.  I watch my movements,  
studying  my distorted thickness where the glass is slightly  
warped, gazing  at the color of my skin--not quite black,  
yet nowhere near white.  I peer at our hair in comparison,  
at my kinky brown interracial curls, my ears,  wondering  
if they're too big, and I feel  awkward, I feel like my  
hair is too puffy, too faggy.  
I watch her as well, catch her staring at the  
reflection of her nose.  She hates her nose, the way it  
rises up slightly in the middle of the slope.  She's said  
it's worse than Barbra Streisand's, but she's really  
exaggerating.  Besides, true beauty always has some small  
quirk to it, I've told her.  And I never even noticed the  
shape of her nose, until she pointed it out to me.  
I look away; it would embarrass her if she noticed  
I was watching.  Instead, I look at the disembodied fingers  10 
displaying unaffordable engagement rings on boards of black  
or maroon velvet.  They point at us.  Shelly pays them  
no mind, fixing her attention on the sky.  
I'm thinking now will be the time to tell her.  I'll  
begin by saying we've been friends for so long; I'll tell  
her she means more to me than anything in the world; I'll  
tell her it pains me to tell her, shames me to give away  
this secret.  I'm about to choke up the words that could  
shatter six years of close friendship, about to say there  
was a time when I would have spent the rest of my life  
with her, about to tell her I love her, that she should  
consider dumping Paul the philosopher and start seeing  
me, and that I find men attractive as well, sometimes,  
that she's my final hope, that she can save me, that she's  
the last chance I'll ever have with a woman.  
And she might reject every part of me.  She might  
say she doesn't feel the same way about me; she may decide  
against ever seeing me again.  Because these feelings I  
have for her are  so sudden, since we've never really dated,  
and I know she doesn't suspect any of this, not now.  But  
maybe this is all wrong, because I'll only make friends  
like her a few times in my life, since I'm slow to trust  
people; I don't want to ruin any of what we have.  
I'm about to tell her, when she notices the poster  
shop across the twin bus ways.  She quickly walks across  
them without looking both ways.  I'm alarmed for a second;  
the shuttle buses here are silent, stealthy in their prompt  11 
motions.  Yet, we're lucky; this time we make it across  
safely.  
She's looking at a poster of Marlon Brando all leather  
clad, straight out of The Wild One.  "He'd be cute if he  
didn't have that dead cow on," she says.  
"Yeah."  
"He looks sort of gay," she says.  "You know, like  
those ones they show in seedy bars sometimes on tv."  
I don't respond.  I've been in a bar like that  
once--the Triangle.  It was a couple of years ago, when  
I was seventeen; I didn't even get carded.  I tried being  
cool that night, learning about the true meanings of  
manhood, watching all those men in leather pants, biker  
boots, dancing together, and me figuring each of them knew  
some unwritten rules of attraction, because I couldn't  
figure out which ones might hit me if I asked them to dance,  
couldn't distinguish between tops and bottoms, couldn't  
learn how to fit in, despite my leather jacket and  my  
phony abrasive attitude.  
I got bashed a block from there, after I left.  Knocked  
down by three frat boys.  Gave me a shiner, a fat lip,  
and a minor concussion, before I opened up my own can of  
whip ass.  I'm sure one of them visited a hospital for  
a busted rib and swollen testicles eventually, but they  
got me on the ground anyway.  I got kicked a few times,  
trampled as they ran away when some leathermen came around  
the corner.  One of the tougher ones tried giving me a  12 
ride to the hospital on his Harley, but I don't remember  
much of that, just the pounding headache, the smearing  
streetlights, my tears dripping down the back of his leather  
jacket.  I don't think he said much, but I kept saying  
I'd be fine.  Told him to take me back to my car near the  
bar.  Mostly, I remember the look of concern on his face  
as I walked away.  Didn't even get his name.  I drove myself  
to Denver General, convinced the doctor I'd fallen in a  
gutter.  I'd had a few beers at the bar.  He'd seen my  
kind before.  
That's the same month I signed on with the Navy.  
"Yeah," I finally answer her.  "He still looks good,  
though."  
She looks at me, eyes deep in the setting sun.  I'm  
drowning.  I feel her judging me against every prayer she's  
made at night, against every grace her parents have said  
at the dinner table, every sliver of holy scripture she's  
been fed since her christening.  I'm choking, but I don't  
drop my eyes.  
I stare back, trying to read her silent calculations,  
looking for that momentary feeling of betrayal, that anger,  
that disgust, or maybe even some acceptance.  
"I like the James Dean one better," she says, walking  
away.  
We slow to a stop by the theater.  It's a beautiful  
building--despite the fire that swept through it earlier  13 
in the year--with red sandstone walls, miniature gargoyles  
lining the ledge near the ceiling.  It looks like it fits  
in here, was built for this very second, bathed in this  
orange sky.  We're watching the sun finally setting,  
wondering if we should keep walking.  Drunken yuppies sing  
karaoke in the bar around the corner.  It's one of our  
favorite songs: "Bizarre Love Triangle" by New Order.  
They squeal, utterly incapable of carrying a tune.  She  
and I hesitate, captivated by the sheer grotesqueness of  
the voices destroying a song we both love.  We're giggling  
at the screeching high pitches, the Elvis-like bass, and  
it's all off key.  The song deserves more grace; we decide  
not to forgive them.  
"Never be a yuppie, okay?"  She's completely serious.  
"I'd rather be a gay minority in America," I say.  
She giggles.  "Where did that come from?"  
We're both laughing now.  "Me, I guess."  
We continue walking east, toward the end of the mall.  
I want to blurt out the truth.  I'm waiting for that perfect  
moment.  The Jesus freak with the Walkman is a half block  
ahead of us, still dancing.  
Two figures slip out of the shadows from an alleyway  
beyond him.  They're bigger than he is; one's a white guy,  
grungy, with long brown hair, wearing a dirty jean jacket;  
the other one is black, tall, skinny, fast looking, like  
a panther; they're suddenly on both sides of him.  Walkman  14 
notices them and stops dancing, starts taking off his  
headphones.  
The white guy punches Walkman in the mouth.  He falls  
to the ground, crumpled.  His glasses fly through the air  
and shatter on the ground in the middle of the bus way.  
The black guy kicks him in the side.  They search through  
his pockets, unclip his fanny pack, and peel the headset  
off him.  The wires look like a string of veins being ripped  
out of his head.  
Shelly and I are frozen.  "Shit," she mumbles.  
I'm looking around.  There are several men here,  
relaxing on benches, enjoying the sunset, like us.  They're  
watching the whole thing.  No one is moving.  No one is  
saying a word.  I look at Shelly--her eyebrows are one  
straight blonde line on her forehead.  She looks so small  
to me.  One strong hand could strangle that tiny neck.  
I want to move.  I want to tell them to stop.  I want to  
defend Walkman and Shelly and everyone I've ever known  
from all these fuckers in my world.  "Jesus," I whisper,  
and realize I haven't been breathing.  
The two are taking his shoes--white Reeboks.  They're  
yanking at his feet.  He's trying to keep his shoes; they're  
dragging him toward the bus way.  The white guy is pulling  
on one foot while the black guy punches Walkman repeatedly  
in the face.  15 
One Way:  
"Leave him alone!" I shout, walking toward them slowly.  
The white guy looks up at me, throws the foot down  
hard on the concrete sidewalk.  It slaps the ground with  
a thonk.  The black guy stops punching Walkman in the face  
and looks up at me.  
"Get the fuck off him!"  I'm mustering every ounce  
of adrenaline.  I doubt if I'll be able to handle both  
of them.  They're my size, but a little thinner, quicker.  
The white guy beckons me on, his hands flutter, palms  
up.  The black one is shifting his stance.  They're sizing  
me up.  
"Wait.  What are you doing?  Leave this one alone!"  
Shelly is beside me, pulling me by the shoulder.  
"Look for the cops, Shelly.  Go back to the car and  
wait for me there."  I command her.  I don't want her to  
watch me get beaten down, don't want her to accidentally  
get hurt.  
Her fingers are in front of her mouth.  
I turn.  The two have taken a couple of steps toward  
me.  
"Leave him alone!" I say from my gut.  
"Make us, punk," the white one says.  
He's the crazy one, the one I have to look out for.  
There's no folding now; I have to walk toward them or  
they'll sense my fear, like dogs.  16 
I feel Shelly watching.  I feel the eyes of men on  
my back as they sit on the benches in front of the theater,  
soaking up sunset.  I can tell no one is moving but me.  
I stop when the white guy reaches into the pocket  
of his jean jacket.  He's got a butterfly knife, alloy  
handled.  He  flips it and the twin handles flick in his  
palm until the stainless steel blade instantly appears,  
reflecting under the light post, under the Miller moth  
cloud.  
Every basic training combat class flashes in my mind.  
Here I am, queer, ineffectively trained to even handle  
armed civilians, facing off with two psychopaths, and I  
suddenly realize I don't know why I'm doing it.  I hold  
my palms out.  "Leave him alone, man.  You got what you  
wanted, didn't you?"  My voice isn't so deep now, but  
pleading.  The knife has wakened my reason.  
"Who asked you!  Is it any of your fuckin' business?  
Is it, puss!"  The white guy steps toward me.  He wants  
to stick me.  
I've got time to turn and run, maybe, but they'd  
probably catch me.  I watch the knife come toward me,  
closer, inch by inch, all the time more slowly, shining,  
ready to draw my blood, long enough to stab through a heart,  
my heart, to kill me, to leave me dead, clutching my chest  
trying to hold the blood in, closer, sharper.  
Shelly is beside me.  "If you want somebody's shoes,  
you can have mine."  She's pulled off her old black Doc  17 
Martens.  She bends to pick them up, pushing her blonde  
hair from her face.  She holds them up to him, determination  
set tight on her lips.  
The white guy laughs, insane laughter,  disturbed  
laughter, like a hyena.  
"Les go, man." The black guy backs away.  
The knife disappears, back into the grungy jacket.  
Walkman  receives a final kick to the head as they walk  
off, picking up speed.  They turn the corner, silently  
running, back into the alley where they came from.  
We can tell Walkman's okay; nothing a couple of  
stitches can't fix.  We don't desire gratitude, don't want  
to get any more involved,  so we sit on a bench, observing,  
pretending not to notice anything at all.  
Another:  
I want to stop them, but Shelly is with me.  I see  
myself talking to her father on the phone, telling him  
Shelly's in the hospital, telling him I couldn't take care  
of her on a night out in the middle of Denver--this  
relatively innocent city.  And I hear him telling me, "I  
won't stand for behavior of that sort, boy!"  
"Let's look for the cops," I say to her, tugging at  
her shoulder, pulling her back toward the theater.  
Her hands are crumpled in front of her mouth.  She's  
looking at me, pleading with me to do something,  anything.  18 
I breathe heavily.  Those two will kill me if I try  
stopping them.  I'm big, but not as fast as they are, not  
as willing to kill.  For fuck's sake, I'm a yeoman!   I  
shiver.  A wind blows through the outdoor Mall, a chinook,  
almost pushing us back.  There are no cops in sight.  
Shelly's look is desperate, like a frightened animal's.  
We sit on a bench in front of the theater, shocked,  
not knowing whether to come or go.  There are several  
benches between us and the mugging scene.  Men are sitting  
in them, whispering softly to themselves, watching, perhaps  
waiting, for some divine providence to step in.  
The muggers finally leave.  They're gone quicker than  
they appeared.  
Walkman lies on his back, rolls to his stomach,  
grimacing in pain.  He pulls himself to his knees and  
stands, reeling, hair botched and flattened.  He collects  
himself, pulls at his jeans, tightens his loose shoes,  
pats down his hair and notices blood on his hands.  He  
looks down in the middle of the bus way at his shattered  
glasses, picks at the damaged frame, leaves the pieces  
there.  
We're looking at the Miller moths, beyond them, into  
the sky, wondering why things like this happen.  I think  
we're wondering why God didn't do anything.  19 
"Why didn't you help me?"  Walkman yells at all of  
us collectively.  Shelly and I sit quietly on our bench,  
watching as Walkman makes his way toward us, pausing in  
front of the other benches to chastise the silent men who  
sit there.  "You could've gotten off your faggot asses  
and helped me!"  He yells at two men a few benches down.  
They sit there passively, legs crossed, holding hands.  
As he walks nearer, Shelly and I notice the blood.  
A thin, dark-red stream has trickled down his cheek, soaked  
into his shirt at the neck, like a small bib put on  
sideways.  Drops have fallen onto his chest, splattering  
the picture of Jesus.  The head wound looks deep, though  
it isn't very long--a half inch or so.  He'll need stitches  
to stop the bleeding completely.  His grimy blonde buzz  
cut is painted maroon.  He looks at us, stares, as if the  
beating he's endured gives him a right to scrutinize us.  
My face wrinkles as I recollect the pain I felt that  
night I got bashed, feel the kicks to the ribs, the punches  
to the face.  I'm giving him an apology with my eyes, almost  
hearing the glasses tumbling off my own face at the force  
of the blow, cringing at the flurry of fists and boots  
on my head, hot where my skin is cut, cold where my back  
is pressed against the sidewalk, then screams of Faggot!  
Die you fucking queer! while hands clutch at my body,  
pulling everything I own away, pulling my identity out  
of my pockets, leaving me with nothing,  and I fight back,  
lashing out, feeling my fist crush nose cartilage, a  20 
well-placed kick between someone's legs, and another kick  
to someone's side, a sound like breaking twigs, moans,  
fists hitting the back of my head, growls worse than a  
dog's, and I'm blacking out, falling, and they're finally  
leaving, leaving me on the verge of tears with a red,  
swelling face, leaving me staring up at the sky in anger,  
then shame, defeated, staring in anguish at a cluster of  
nearly invisible stars, while I lie, holding my ribs,  
knowing the whole world is against me, the entire world.  
We stare at each other, faces red.  The sun has already  
set.  
"Are you okay?" Shelly asks him.  
"Yes, yes."  He looks down, as if he can't meet her  
face now.  "God bless you two.  The lovers.  Yes."  
"God bless you," she tells him.  
On the way back to the car we wave down a police  
cruiser travelling slowly down the bus way toward us.  
The cops listen to our story, uninterested, sitting  
in their white car full of radio squabbles.  Then they're  
gone, toward the alley, obeying all speeding laws, ten  
minutes too late.  
The hands on the Daniel and Fischer tower read 9:30.  
There's enough time to grab a coffee at Muddy's, enough  
time to thank Shelly for coming out with me tonight ...  
enough time to share another story.  21 
While we stare at a mannequin wearing a bright red  
dress, I begin telling Shelly by saying we've been friends  
for such a long time.  
"You mean more to me than anything in the world,"  
I say.  "It hurts me to have to tell you this."  I'm nearly  
shivering from the embarrassment and shame.  
She looks concerned.  "What?" She keeps asking.  
"It's just--I think-"  
"What!"  
I choke.  "I want you to know that I'm  .  .  .  bisexual."  
I shrug, look down at the ground, listen to the drone of  
distant buses pushing their way through crowded  
intersections.  I want to be on one.  I want to be going  
somewhere, right on schedule, arriving.  
"You mean, like, gay?"  
"Yeah!  Well, not exactly."  
"You mean- Uh," she pauses, looking down at her feet.  
"Have you been with a man?"  
"Yes."  I stare at her face, wondering.  There's no  
sign there.  
"Did you use a condom?"  
On the wooden deck behind Muddy's we watch the fattened  
moon sliding slowly across the sky.  We share a cup of  
mocha, watching steam rise into the darkness against a  
backdrop of flickering skyscrapers.  Someone is working  
late.  22 
"Ya know something.  I don't believe in angels  
anymore," she whispers.  
There's a long pause between us.  I wonder what's  
brought her to this point, but I somehow know it's beyond  
my complete understanding.  "That's okay.  Nothing has  
to change."  I say it the same way she said those same  
words to me earlier, holding her hand the way friends often  
will.  We've decided not to trash what we have,  decided  
not to limit ourselves--our friendship, our love--by trying  
to define our relationship as being one way or another.  
I'm just glad I came out tonight.  
And in the end there is no pain.  23 
Formed  
in  
some styrofoam  
womb,  
a  
gestation dream  near freezing  cold siblings.  
Plucked  
free for a moment  
my skin  
is shimmering in the all- 
accepting night.  
Then 1  safety- 
less  
finger flex  
& I'm finally born of ballistic epiphanies sharp-headed  
from the squeeze explosion propelling me from wombs of  
recoil now you're fucked in a scream I find my home in  
skin splitting cortex coupling with blood liquidating brains  
coming to conceive my own children into that truest of  
democracies called  
death  
to my final rest  as a flat EEG  
in a bone tomb.  .  .  .  24 
Gray Area Matters  
The closet gifted shadows with  
birth, weaned them on frigid  
deception, before they grew into molds of  
strappling darkness.  It made sharp  
objects smile with invitation  
before we went and plunged ourselves  
upon them--run through, ragged,  
on their fangs.  
Banged upon this door for  
a score of years, grappling  
with these  
growing shadows.  .  .  I have clung to  
flesh of women,  
skin of men,  
given birth  
to trend & fashion when plucked  
away from these walls of  
desolation.  
Doorknob.  
Twisted just a touch,  
opened but a crack,  
to let some light slide in.  
Then I'm kissed  
by thick lips of some  
androgynous, all-loving God;  25 
nurturing me on the left  
breast of darkness, the right  
nipple of light.  
It promises to find me  
a family within  
a home  
of illuminated  
shadows.  26 
Gettin Some  
He's not my type.  I notice as he walks by, casually  
glancing in my direction, not scoping me like meat.  He's  
the one I saw peeking in a few minutes ago, when my booth  
was crammed with moans and hot bodies, sloppy sounds of  
suction and the full blown aura of hunger for the love  
of god.  
But fuck god.  
"Yo man," he stops me.  "Wanna buy-"  
"Say what?"  I hesitate.  He's a husky black bastard; thick,  
tough looking, not a queen at all.  I wouldn't fuck him,  
though.  He looks ready to work out in that funky maroon  
and forest green jogging outfit.  
"Wanna buy some crack?"  
"Naw, man.  Don't smoke that shit."  
"Naw.  What chew need?  I got the white shit."  
I'm intrigued.  "You got crank?"  
"Yeah, man.  I got Ecstasy.  You want Ecstasy?"  
"How much?"  
"Man, I got a bunch!  Not in here, though.  The cameras.  
Dude up front already tode me not to be dealin' in here.  
Les go out front an' I'll set chew up."  
"No, what's it cost?"  
"Not much.  What chew got?"  
"Bout fifteen bucks."  27 
"Yeah.  That'll set chew up wit enuf for you an' someone  
else."  
"Awright."  
"X'11 make the sex good," he says.  
"I know."  
"Is right up here.  Go cross't the street.  I got it hidden  
in a trash can right up here."  
I'm having second thoughts, looking suspiciously into the  
corrupt darkness that imitates our skin.  I expect an  
ambush; I'm stepping lightly with my dangerous boots on,  
making sure he sees the pain I can create, if need be.  
"Naw man," I say.  "I don't want none after all."  
"Hold up, man!  Is right up here.  Just go in the park  
where 5.0 won't see."  
The park is darker than the street, shrouded by trees,  
filled with landscaped obstacles and benches.  He seems  
harmless.  After all, he's a brother.  Maybe he needs the  
money.  Besides, the skinny trees couldn't even hide a  
thin motherfucker.  We'll be alone.  
"Sit on that bench."  He points, crossing the street toward  
the cement trash barrel.  He fiddles in the plastic, digging  
for something, looking around in total suspicion.  
I sit on the bench, ears open to the night, reflexes tighter  
than a bird's.  A car on the other end of the park, in  
an island of darkness, resembles a cop car; then again,  
it could just be a ski rack, and it isn't the right make  
or color.  Looks like a dark gray Saab, maybe.  28 
He crosses the street, walking toward me, a small white  
paper in his hand.  I've been counting the cash.  Only  
$12.  
"Much you got?"  
"Just 12, man.  Thought I had more, but I spent it in the  
arcade."  
"Aw man!  I thaw chew had $15!"  
"Sorry man."  I shrug.  
"Awright, give me wha chew got den."  
"Where's the X?"  
"Right here in this piece of paper.  Lemme count what chew  
got! Man, turn round so that dude can't see it!  Man, I'll  
give you the stuff, jes hang on!"  
"Naw man, give me my money."  
"Jes hang on.  I'll drop the paper right here.  Man, HOLD  
ON!"  
"Give me my muthuhfuckin' money!  Keep your shit."  
"There.  Sin that piece of paper."  He points in a bush  
where he's dropped a scrap of folded paper.  
"Man, gimme my fuckin' money!"  
"He's comin' over her.  I'm gone, dude."  
"What piece of paper?  Where is he?  Bitch!  Thas fuckin'  
cold!"  
He laughs, hauling ass into the darkness toward a parking  
garage while I scramble along the ground looking for an  
invisible piece of paper.  29 
"I'm gonna find you, motherfucker!" I scream into the  
darkness, running toward my motorcycle.  A solitary fag  
stares nervously in my direction as I mount up.  I was  
in a booth with him earlier.  Or was it that other guy?  
He was one of 'em, anyways.  
"What happened?"  He stands there nervously.  
"Fuckin' dude just ripp't me off.  I tried to buy some  
dope off him an' he stiffed me  .  .  .  motherfuck."  
The chubby cop acts like he's heard the story a thousand  
times.  
"So, he had a knife?"  
"Yeah.  He said 'Gimme all your money', then he took off,  
northbound on fourth."  
This pig's got one of those radios that hang down over  
his shoulder.  He pinches it, chatters into it quickly;  
a cruiser comes by a few seconds later.  
"This the guy got robbed at knife point?" The cop inside  
asks chubby.  
"Yep.  He says the guy had on a running suit; kinda red  
and green.  Big guy, at least 6-2, 240."  Chubby's leanin'  
in the cruiser window.  His blue pants are tight.  His  
ass looks virgin.  I'm thinkin' about it when he comes  
back at me.  "Go home.  I have all the necessary  
information.  We'll call you if we find him."  30 
In bed I look out the window at the twinkling cubistic  
panorama.  It's so fucked, but I love it anyway.  I'm  
thinkin' about Nancy whining outside that pub, "Never trust  
a junkie!"  Sid trying desperately to get into her pants  
while keeping his cool.  
Man, 12 bucks is a cheap lesson to learn in any fuckin'  
town.  Laugh all you want, motherfucker.  You'll get yours  31 
Concrete Poem  
Words for you  
who would cheer at the sight of me  
felled  toppling  to rubble  
Father was mixed from many flavors of earth  
Mother flowed across landscapes  fearlessly clear  
When they came  together  
they made me  
Know my skin has grown stiff thick from stress  
hardened by my  defiance  edges grown  
sharp  
by every kick and scrape  able to endure the  
stare and the whisper  the beating and anguish  
you present to shame me  
My kind support  yr banks 
are part of  yr schools 
have been hidden away  stepped on  broken  ignored 
.  .  .  painted over 
Now columns of society will be decimated by  
our anger  
& demolished  over yr deserving heads  
For we have grown weary of the blows of recalcitrance and  
rage against our sisters of stone  our brothers of brick  
crushed for yr sidewalks and skyscrapers  
You've enslaved us  lied to us  laid us out as foundation  
yet again  32 
Do you never get tired of building enemies?  
So you would like to see me crumble  
you would like to see me felled at the hands of my own  
Well kiss my volcanic ash  I will not shatter!  
I condemn the children you've bred  to build  
their castles on the beaches of my bones  
and every tear they shed  
as I'm assimilated by the sea  
shall taste like that same ocean that saves me  
forever  33 
Givin Some  
Check it: I'm walkin out of the AM PM in downtown  
Salem one night when this bald dude walks up on me.  He's  
drunk.  Blitzed.  Slurs an' shit; spittin all over me.  
He's a white dude, 'bout 35, medium build.  He's dressed  
okay, though, like he's got a day job an' shit.  
"Hey man, could you give me a ride to Portland?" he  
asks.  
I'm like: shee.  "I dunno you, man."  
"Hi, I'm Bob!"  He puts out his hand.  We shake.  
Negotiate.  Ten bucks is the final deal.  I slip it in  
my pocket with a smile at my fortune.  God works in  
mysterious ways.  I was thinkin' I'd have to jock some  
buddy for a few bucks gas money to get home.  I was in  
town partyin' with some friends who were leaving for Georgia  
in a coupla days.  I bought them a lot of drinks, sent 
41 
them off good. 
Bob keeps fuckin' with the stereo--accidentally turning  
the shit down, then telling me to turn it up.  My  
windshield's all foggin' up on account of he's breathin'  
so heavy.  The whole time I ain't looked into his eyes  
once.  When I finally do, I notice he's got these crisp  
baby blues, like, brighter than Kurt Cobain's eyes, even.  
Guy's got an ocean in his goddamn eyes!  34 
"Quit fuckin' with it," I tell him.  
"I'm tryin' to turn it up," he slurs.  
It's Soundgarden on some top 40 college radio wanna-be  
station.  Alice in Chains comes on a few seconds later.  
Bob doesn't talk much, just hums along, doesn't know the  
words, thank god.  
"Les get some beer," he says.  "Some beer for the  
long ride up sos I don't lose mah buzzz."  
Sounds good.  "You buyin'?"  
"Shure.  No, wait.  Take me to my frenz house.  He'll  
give us some brews.  He owes me anyways."  
Bob seems harmless enough, streetlights casting beams  
on his face inside the tiny compartment of my tiny Turbo  
Sprint.  
"Where's this guy live?" I ask.  
"Jes over here a coupla miles."  
"So, Bob, why ya goin' to Portland anyways?"  Stone  
Temple Pilots was just on, then Live.  We haven't gotten  
to his friend's house yet, but I don't care.  I got the  
ten spot in my pocket.  
"Visiting my ex-wife."  He burps.  
"Thas Cool."  
"I jes got outta prison," he says with a smile.  
I wince.  Why the fuck do I always end up with these  
nuts?  "Why were you in prison?"  
"Harrassment," he laughs.  "Ten months."  35 
"No shit?"  It doesn't sound like anything major.  
He's still a fairly harmless guy, though he's taken me  
by surprise.  "Who were you harrassin?"  
"My ex-wife."  
He's told me his friends aren't expecting him.  He  
says they owe him beer and he's stoked to collect or be  
a pain in their ass.  He says they kicked him out earlier.  
I'm standing in their driveway taking a piss, watching  
the steam rise up into the blurry dynamo of night.  They  
live in an okay neighborhood.  Suburbia--like if Salem  
had a suburb, you know?  They got a doorway that's hidden  
from the street by a big hedge, a boat in the driveway.  
It's the kind of place I'd wanna rip off if I was hard  
up.  Bob's disappeared, probably trying to haggle for brews  
with his drunken buddies.  I've already made up my mind.  
On the highway home toward Portland, I'm feeling like  
a bastard, 10 bucks burnin' a hole in my pocket.  I won't  
be back in Salem for a while.  I'm not sweatin' it.  It  
was for Bob's own good, and sure as shit there's an ex-wife  
somewhere who owes me one.  I just wonder how he got home  
that night.  36 
Strobe Song  
Arguing  still  eyes  
boggled  by  s / t / r / o / b / e  this  heart  
this  skin  tranced  &  taken  along  
w/ speakerquake  yr  anger  ignoring  me  
out  doors  my  HOLLERING  behind  you  
don't  ignore  me  dammmit  !  Grab  
shoulder  river hair  twir  ling  twitch vicious  
rage  green eyed  my  smile  softens  
sometimes  clutchingembrace  leave  be hind  this  
thump  ing  mire  out  to  chill  
darkness  gold  Honda  car  key  teeth  
wont  bite  lock  in  s lightly  
in toxicated  shadows  quit  bitching  me  
out  shorts  kneed  so  co .  .  
e i  shiv m i 1 e s  into  ride  head   r  ng  
on  lap  urge  your  sleeping  silent  
fingers  through hair  hummmmmmmm  moving  
world  music video stereo smearing world  LOUD  
&  THUMPing  techno  like  urban  gang  
bangers  dozing  see  horror  coplights  
distance  jewels  puls ing  my  red  blue  
heart  awakening  you  put on  seatbelt  
honey  shit  I'm  fucked  pulling  
over  swerve  hoping  surges  forward  sigh  
fastforward  tapeplayer  to  grunge  
anti-establishment  blaring  to  front  door  
clothes  forgotten  on  floor  bed  
nightmares  squiggly  neon  bizarre  :  church  
steeples  piercing  &  penetrating   I  
finally am  awakened  to  caress  warm  
body  souls  clutching  till  
morning  37 
Smoke Screens  
I'm tweakin' hard.  Raindrops are making the pavement  
look like it's boiling.  It's actually a cool night, but  
the way this rain falls, you'd think the sidewalk was a  
skillet.  The strip reeks of cheap Chinese, smells like  
rotting cabbage.  I'm not hungry, though.  Couldn't eat 
if I wanted to.  Coming down from the crank Lisa gave me 
this afternoon.  Shit burnt my nose bad--made me cry. 
She said it was good, though.  It was: I'll be up till  
4 in the morning, at least.  She didn't do much: half a  
line.  For her that's like drinking a cup of coffee, a  
social snort, to keep others from feeling like she's being  
a wuss.  Has to go to work tomorrow.  
I wouldn't be able to sleep if I went home, and I'm  
sick of those stupid infomercials; none of that crap really  
works anyway--it's all scam city, like everything these  
days.  Even love.  Truth is: love is as fun as shooting  
up Drano.  People say love smacks you in the eye when you  
least expect it, that you won't see it coming, but that's  
crap.  I've seen it, moved out of the way.  
So it's midnight.  I'm getting wet.  Heart's still  
racing, and I'm alone.  Neon glances off the puddles in  
the distance, reflecting the strip in thin lines of dancing  
blues and pinks.  Breath rises from my mouth, fades, becomes  
darkness and gray cloud.  It makes me think of those magic  38 
tricks that guy, David Copperfield, does sometimes.  Dude  
made the Statue of Liberty disappear.  Talk about a  
political statement.  
I slip into the Kitty theater.  I've never been in  
this one before.  It's warm inside, like being up close  
with someone in a sleeping bag.  There's a man in a booth,  
partially hidden by a No Smoking sign; he peers up at me  
from behind some sci-fi novel.  He has a uni-brow, straight  
across, tiny v-shape of hair right in the middle of his  
forehead.  "Which movie?" he asks.  
I can't talk, I'm coming down so hard.  I look at  
the pictures near the hole he speaks through.  They're  
black-and-white newspaper ads that have been neatly cut  
out and taped to the plexi-glass.  One's a photo of a woman,  
looks brunette.  Her lips are puckered, solid black print  
from her dark lipstick.  The other picture shows a muscular  
guy with slick hair, looks like he just stepped out of  
a shower.  
I can't make up my mind.  I point aimlessly, digging  
through my pocket for a crumpled 10 spot.  Through the  
hole, he slips me $4 in change.  
Legs propped over the shabby red chair, I watch the  
panting figures on the screen caught in flux dance.  The  
film's just started.  It's a prison flick: guards,  
prisoners, the sex scenes done behind fake, rubber bars,  
probably shot in someone's garage.  39 
There's a man in front of me, two rows down and to  
the side.  It's not too dark to see him, especially the  
way the side of his face is lit up by the screen's reflected  
light.  He looks like the priest, but doesn't have the  
bald spot.  
I still remember father Koestler, sometimes, late  
at night, before I fall asleep.  I see the black lint in  
his pale bellybutton, feel the downy pubic hair against  
my cheeks, the gagging, like I'm ready to swallow my tonsils  
whole, and his big white hand, his gentle hand over my  
ear, warming my head until I feel like I'm burning.  I  
see that white collar, wish I could choke him with it,  
but he's been dead so long, I'm not so sure what he even  
looked like anymore.  Haven't set foot in a church, since.  
That was twelve years ago, when I was nine.  
This guy has brown hair, not balding like the priest's,  
not gray, but shiny, with an expensive haircut.  I guess  
he doesn't really look like father Koestler at all.  From  
his profile, I can see he looks a little like Donahue,  
actually.  Always did like Donahue: dashing around that  
audience, big mike in hand, looking flustered.  I watch  
to see if this guy's twitching.  He's not moving  .  .  .  
much.  
"Legs down, please," a shadow whispers from the end  
of the row.  The usher, though he doesn't wear the garb.  
He wields a flashlight, the kind with the long handle--the  
kind cops usually carry.  Even though I don't want to,  40 
I let my boots slide, squealing, down the back of the grungy  
seat, hoping the floor's not sticky, putting my feet on  
the ground slowly, like testing hot bath water with a toe.  
"Don't worry 'bout him," a voice whispers from the  
row behind me. "He only comes in at the start of the show.  
Clears up the trash."  
I turn, notice an old man, skinny, not enough teeth,  
grinning in the projected light.  His jacket is crumpled  
on the seat beside him.  He reeks of gin.  Too many  
martinis.  
Blowing him off, I watch the young twinky on the screen  
getting squeezed, being dominated by the butch guard, their  
muscles tightening with every push, while the young, blond  
prisoner's mouth opens, a wide 0, imitating ecstasy, eyes  
thin slits, never letting on if it hurts.  The guard has  
huge pecs and a nightstick; the prisoner seems to have  
a good time.  
The usher has been gone for several minutes when the  
old man whispers in my ear: "You want some company?"  
"Naw, no, man."  
He caresses my shoulder, tries touching my face with  
his hand.  I wonder what that hand has touched, picturing  
him in a bathroom somewhere, drunk, fumbling with himself.  
"Look," I say, "get your hand off me or I'll flatline  
you, fucker."  I emphasize the last part, baring my teeth,  
trying my best to look psycho.  He grunts, keeps his hands  
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I move to another row, my shoes cracking as I walk  
across the sticky floor.  The third row behind him is empty.  
People shift quickly in their seats as I move through the  
theater.  It's not crowded, but every row seems occupied  
by some shady character, and the row farthest back, there,  
where it's darkest, is filled with men.  
I'm caught up in it all, when Mark and Niki walk down  
the aisle.  Niki's long gray coat swishes as they make  
their way down a row near the front, heads ducked down  
like they dropped something, taking two seats near the  
middle.  I sink into my vinyl chair, pulling my knees close  
to my face, hoping they won't notice me.  
They're out of their way here.  I only came out this  
far 'cause Lisa bribed me with a line, since school's on  
the other side of town: a 40-minute bus ride.  When I used  
to see these two in Psych, last semester, I never thought  
.  .  .  .  Well, hell, I guess everybody has a little  
something to hide.  
Even from my seat I can see the top of Niki's head  
bobbing into Mark's lap, her curly brown hair bouncing  
lightly against her back.  I'm too amazed to just get up  
and leave; besides, I don't want to waste the six I just  
spent.  The old guy, now three rows in front of me, watches  
them eagerly, ignoring the movie.  Donahue, five rows in  
front, doesn't seem to notice.  It's like he's too classy  
to watch sex live, in his face.  He's not so special,  42 
expensive haircut or not; he likes it just like the rest  
of us, I'm sure.  
Mark turns his head every now and then, watching for  
the usher.  I hear the slurping sounds, his heavy breath,  
see him tilting back to watch the screen.  
Niki graduated last semester; now she's a parole  
officer, carries a gun to work.  She could be packing heat  
right here.  An image enters my head of her gun falling  
to the ground, going off in the middle of the theatre.  
I don't want to think about it, so I concentrate on  
the movie: the lighting is bad.  The penetrations aren't  
very visible, but shady, a piece of slick meat covered  
by surrounding body hair, and the actors have no clue what  
they're doing.  Every now and then, I hear the director  
shouting directions; even the sound person didn't do his  
job right.  
Mark's sunk down in his seat, moaning.  Niki's head  
is just a flurry of hair.  
"Sonofabitch, look at you go!"  The old guy leans  
forward, head resting on the seat in front of him, watching.  
From the corner of my eye I notice something: the usher's  
cigarette cherry.  He's leaning against the wall near the  
entrance, watching Mark and Niki, like the rest of us.  
He notices me looking, blows a smoke ring, winks.  I prop  
my feet back up on the seat, shiny Doc Martens looking  
like seal skin.  43 
"Hey," the old guy shouts at them across the theatre.  
"You want a man to do that for ya?"  
Mark slowly turns.  
Ducking my face into my knees, bringing my boot up  
to block out his face, I panic.  He's going to see me and  
laugh, I know it.  He's gonna tell everybody he knows at  
school, everybody I know.  
Then I become calm.  Why should I even care?  They  
all have a secret, some of them as bad as mine, or worse.  
If anyone laughs, I'll laugh back, because I know something  
they can't: I've done everything they dream of everytime  
they touch themselves.  
"Well?"  The old man laughs.  
Silence, for the longest time.  The whole theater  
seems frozen; even the guys pumping one another gleefully  
on the prison bed have stopped moaning.  The thought of  
leaving keeps replaying in my head.  But I know why I've  
stayed: I want them to know.  I want them to know I know  
about them.  Everytime we see each other, we'll be able  
to drop the transparent bullshit, because we'll all know  
the secret.  It's like running into someone on the street,  
someone you've screwed before; you shoot the shit for a  
while, but all the time you're thinking about how close  
you've been, and your eyes will tell, no matter how you  
try hiding it.  
So I look.  44 
Mark, grinning, is staring back at me.  Niki has  
stopped and I watch her raise her head, wiping her mouth,  
looking at Mark for a moment before glancing back at me.  
I must look pathetic, like a pervert sitting in a gay flick  
with a hard on.  I notice the smell of cigarette smoke,  
wave at her, then break her gaze, looking down at the  
graffiti scratched seat in front of me.  When I look up,  
they're watching the movie again.  
As I'm leaving, I notice Mark turning in his seat.  
He nudges Niki, stands, starts toward the aisle.  A sigh  
slips from my chest as I push open the door and step into  
the lobby.  I'm nervous; my lungs feel like whoopie  
cushions--weak, dangling in my chest, lungs of a joke of  
a man, about to be squeezed for a cheap laugh.  I hear  
Mark's feet swishing up the carpeted aisle as I let the  
door swing shut behind me.  
The lobby is painted entirely black, like the backstage  
area of a high school theatre.  The floor has no carpet,  
but looks painted, a dry black, with chips here and there  
where gray concrete is visible.  The same guy sits behind  
glass near the exit, Neuromancer in hand, until he hears  
me.  He puts it down, uni-brow glaring at me.  His eyes  
slide to my crotch, then back to my face.  
"Bathroom?"  
"There." He nods to my left.  I hear the theater door  
open  behind me as I walk toward the john.  I sense eyes  
on my ass.  Walking, one foot in front of the other, I  45 
cross the threshold into the tiny bathroom.  Mark follows  
me in.  I stand in front of one pisser, unbutton my fly,  
pretend not to notice as he parks at the next one.  I gaze  
at the wall in front of me, observing the "stare forward"  
rule.  
"Hey, Larry," he says, undoing his fly with a jerk.  
"I thought that was you."  
"Hi...Mark."  I let loose, hoping not to splash him.  
"Yup, it's me."  
"So, what're you up to tonight?"  The fucker's mocking  
me.  
I look at him.  His light complexion, framed by perfect  
strawberry-blonde hair.  He's tall and brawny, thick  
shouldered, soft around the waist, but not fat, with big  
thighs and a plump ass squeezed into a pair of jeans one  
size too small--the perfect size.  Shit.  He's like a  
beardless young viking.  I decide I want him.  
But I can't believe the bastard.  He's caught me in  
a gay flick and now he's smiling.  Flush.  "Research.  
What're you up to?"  I smile back, zip up, just as he starts  
glancing at my crotch, then I catch a glimpse of his pink,  
fleshy penis letting out a steady yellow stream.  I step  
to the sink, stare at the mirror, hoping the crank won't  
give me zits.  My face is oily, eyes sunk slightly, but  
I don't care.  
"Niki likes this stuff," he says, packing himself  
into his jeans.  46 
I turn on the faucet, wondering what I'll do, since  
I don't have an excuse nearly as good as his.  "She's got  
good taste."  
"Yeah." He hesitates.  "I suppose she does."  
I stop washing my hands, knowing where all this is  
going.  
We're at Cinder Alley; decided maybe we needed some  
booze to mellow us out.  Or, I should say, to mellow me  
out.  I convinced them to come.  They've never been here.  
We've had a few drinks, flirted with our confused spectators  
as they watched the three of us groping on the dance floor.  
Niki's had four shots of tequila too many; Mark and I have  
chapped lips from kissing.  He's the most sober, drives  
us home with his nose against the windshield, all of us  
in the front seat, Niki on my lap.  
I tread softly across the charcoal gray carpet at  
their place.  The cold outside has made my nose runny.  
There are  no curtains in their house, only blinds, and  
they're all pulled  up, gathered at the top of their windows  
like crushed accordions.  I look out at the neighborhood,  
the rainy black street, stretching like a long piece of  
leather.  I let myself fall  into their cushiony love seat,  
waiting to be led, waiting to see if they'll offer me a  
drink, food, something to give me a boost.  I've come down  
pretty hard now, and I'm feeling like I should maybe be  
alone.  I want my secret back.  I want to keep the sex  47 
casual, between strangers, without breaking any hearts,  
without pathetic displays of intimacy, without routine  
.  .  . without meaning.  I want to say all this, but the  
words won't spill out.  I sit there, watching them make  
themselves at home.  
Finally, Mark sits next to me, one knee propped up  
on the couch between us.  He reaches over, touches my  
cold-stiffened left nipple, pinches it.  I get the shivers.  
My stomach muscles tighten.  All I can think of is the  
windows, the lack of curtains, the entire neighborhood,  
watching.  
Niki's drunkenly digging through a drawer in the  
kitchen.  "So, Larry, now be honest.  Are you bi, or what?"  
"Bisexual, biracial, bilingual  .  .  .  bipolar,  
biological, biodegradable."  I chuckle.  
"Really?"  She laughs, a little too loudly.  "You  
don't look it.  I mean, I couldn't tell."  
Mark snickers; it's over his head, this word humor.  
Either that, or it's below him.  
"Everybody says that," I say.  "Are you?"  
"Yeah," Niki answers for them both, having found what  
she was looking for in the kitchen.  "Really, I mean, who  
isn't, though?"  
"But why be out as a bi," Mark asks, "when you could  
just as easily pass for straight?"  
"Because I'm bi, I guess," I answer.  48 
We pause.  We're still nervous around each other.  
The silence comes.  I can tell they're thinking about it.  
I don't want to seem like a know-it-all asshole.  "Hey,  
Niki, aren't you, like, a parole officer now?"  
Niki sits on the floor, black alloy Graphics bong  
in hand, carefully pressing a screen into the bowl.  "Yeah."  
When she's packed it, she lights up and takes a hit, careful  
not to let her hair crinkle in the flame.  Her eyes squint,  
avoiding the smoke.  "Take off your clothes, guys," she  
slurs, without exhaling, passing the bong to me.  "I want  
to watch .  .  .  for a while."  She unbuckles her belt.  
I'm not ready yet, not comfortable enough.  I stall.  
"Aren't you worried you might get caught sometime giving  
Mark head in public?  And don't they drug test you?"  
She coughs and giggles, tiny puffs of smoke escaping  
toward the ceiling.  "Well, you know, if I did get caught,  
I don't have anything to hide anyway.  It's hard to hold  
something over a person's head when they don't give a shit,  
you know what I mean?  Besides, it's just a job."  
"Her boss is a closet fag, too,"  Mark adds, smiling.  
"Seriously?  That's so cool!  How'd you find out?"  
I take a hit off the bong, pass it to Mark.  
"We asked him one time when he came over for dinner.  
I mean, the guy's not married, doesn't have a girlfriend.  
He was really triggering my gaydar, too; kept looking at  
me like he was interested.  So I asked him if he was, after  
dinner.  We'd had a little too much wine.  He confessed  49 
to us, but he made us swear not to tell anybody."  Mark  
sucks on the bong, cross-eyed, watching the glowing bowl.  
I laugh.  
"I think he works there 'cause he likes working with  
the ex-Juvies,"  Niki says flatly.  
"You mean he works with kids?"  I'm shocked.  
"Yeah," Niki admits.  "I think he likes them, too.  
Cuts them some slack, you know what I mean .  .  .  ?"  She  
looks down, picks some invisible lint off the carpet.  
"That's fuckin' sick!"  I blurt out.  They stare at  
me.  
"To each his own," Niki sighs.  
"No," I shake my head.  "Fuck that.  He's sick."  
Niki takes another hit off the bong.  I pass when  
it's my turn.  "I'm okay," I say.  I touch Mark's forearm,  
run my finger up and down it.  I'm done talking.  
Mark and I are under the sheets.  Their bed is huge,  
with  a wooden headboard carved in the shape of an oyster  
shell.  It keeps banging against the wall.  Niki's digging  
through the closet looking for batteries for her sex toys.  
"Have you seen my gun, Larry?"  
"Niki," Mark says carefully, "please, please, please  
put the gun away."  
I pull the sheet off my head.  Niki's holding a pistol  
loosely in her hand.  It's a Special.  She points it like  
a dark finger at the square glass light fixture, whispers  50 
"Barn," simulates the recoil.  It slips.  Mark's body  
stiffens.  The room seems filled with our breathing.  She  
flounders for it, juggling, as it floats midair, then drops.  
A vision of my dead body enters my mind: a crumpled  
man  with a hole in his head, lying in a pool of his own  
blood, naked,  wearing nothing, except a condom.  I press  
the sheet against my stomach, trying to stop the bleeding,  
but it's not the right color, not the color of blood.  
I look at them, wondering why they're not doing anything,  
why they're bickering, and I can't hear what they're saying,  
my eardrums are ringing.  I can't talk.  My bladder has  
let go.  I've pissed all over my stomach, legs, the bed.  
The bullet has grazed my neck, ended up in the headboard.  
I'm not bleeding; it's like I've been branded by a hot  
poker.  
"I've never seen her like that before," Mark explains.  
He's being extra nice, like he's worried I'm going to sue  
him.  
In the front room, by the big picture window, I have  
a blanket around me, trying to keep it from falling to  
the ground, from exposing my nakedness to the world.  I'm  
balancing a cup of hot tea he just gave me, staring,  
captivated by its twisting oily surface, not really caring  
if I spill it.  It wouldn't show anyway.  
"I'm so sorry, Larry."  Niki's sobbing.  She's  
hysterical.  51 
"Quit saying that, already," I plead. "The guaze should  
take care of it.  If it starts feeling worse, I'll go to  
the hospital tomorrow."  
"You shouldn't have taken that fucking gun out, Nik."  
Mark stands over her, glaring.  "I've told you so many  
times before!"  
"Leave her alone, Mark.  Look at her.  She feels like  
shit enough as it is."  I stand at the end of the couch  
where she's sitting, put my hand on her head.  The blanket  
crumples at my feet.  I'm butt-ass naked, holding a cup  
of tea, and I don't give a shit.  
"I'm so sorry, Larry,"  Niki wails.  
Mark looks at me.  I sense that I should be quiet,  
that my presence is suddenly an infringement on their  
private lives, that I could just as easily be out of the  
picture.  I know, now, that I could sleep with them for  
years and nothing would change.  
Someone walks by out front, lingers, looking in the  
big picture window at us.  I ignore it, thinking to myself.  
Mark fiddles with the screen in her bong before packing  
the bowl generously, then hands it to her with the lighter.  
"Maybe that'll calm her down," he whispers to me, putting  
his hand on my chest, petting the little patch of hair  
I have there.  
I'm wondering if love can be filtered, screened, if  
maybe that's why I can't feel it for him right now, if  
maybe my screen is just too thick.  "Maybe you should smoke  52 
some too," I tell him, walking toward the bathroom to  
shower.  
In the shower I'm stepping in soapy eddys, unraveling  
them between my toes, pushing them toward the drain.  I'm  
drunk and stoned.  I'm thinking about how drains are just  
like brains, always holding back emotions, like soap gets  
held back, going round and round, sometimes settling there  
to evaporate and become nothing, just soap scum.  It all  
makes complete sense.  
"Need this?"  
Niki's hand; green towel clutched in her thin fingers,  
the rest of her etherized behind the partially closed shower  
door.  She's watching me as I stand there naked.  "You  
need shorts to sleep in."  
I want to kiss her, but I wonder what Mark will say,  
if he'll be jealous, despite all that's happened between  
the three of us.  I get closer to her, ready to do it,  
but she walks out, returns to the bathroom a few seconds  
later, stumbling, hands me a huge pair of Mark's cut-off  
sweats.  
I would never have thought Niki was like this; seeing  
her in class, bookbag at the foot of her chair, or on her  
way to those Criminal Justice courses, hair so perfectly  
curled, looking .  .  .  innocent in her flower-print dresses,  
without a hint of a hurried morning, much less some late  
night sex fling.  53 
Through the cloud of smoke in the living room, I see  
how the t.v. lights up her face, makes it look powdered,  
like a Gothic punk, a death rocker.  She smiles weakly  
as I kneel to kiss her forehead.  My hair is wet, leaves  
a bead of water on her temple.  Mark is in the bedroom,  
probably cleaning up the mess I made.  
"I'm s000 sorry, Larry."  She's still a little drunk,  
and very high now.  
I want to chuckle.  She's so innocent with her thin  
red eyes.  "I'm okay, hun. Just a scratch."  I tilt my  
head to show my neck's okay. "See?"  She doesn't notice.  
Mark enters, sits next to her on the couch.  "I wonder  
if your handcuffs would fit through that hole you put in  
the headboard?"  He squeezes her.  Puts his hand on my  
forearm, pulls me toward them.  I pull away.  
He looks me in the eye, all serious.  "I'm sorry,  
Larry.  I was being an asshole. I freaked out. Please,  
sit. How's your neck?"  
"Okay."  I sit.  He seems sincere.  "What's that in  
your mouth?"  
He smiles, shows the bullet clamped between his teeth.  
He holds it out, touches it against my lips.  "A pearl,"  
he says as I taste the warm metal, suck it in, along with  
his thumb.  
Niki and I kiss deeply; it's like she's making up  
with me for the accident.  She finally falls asleep, in  54 
my arms.  Mark doesn't intervene, just rubs my leg, runs  
his fingers through her hair.  
I feel her against my back now, breathing slowly.  
She's holding onto Mark.  
He snores quietly, his back to us.  A car's headlights  
shine through the blinds at the top of the window,  make  
the wall look like bars, then zebra skin.  A pack of  
unopened Marlboro Lights sits on the nightstand,  inches  
from my nose.  I'm jonesing for one.  Crank's still in  
me, keeping me awake, like hypersensitive--I feel like  
crying and I don't know why; maybe because I can't just  
fall asleep and stay that way forever.  
I turn over, place my hand on Niki's waist, wishing  
I could reach Mark from here too, but the bed's so big,  
he could just as well be sleeping on the other end of the  
world.  I want to hold them both.  I want to be held by  
them both.  I open the pack of Marlboros, quietly crumpling  
the cellophane.  I smoke a cigarette, blowing a few smoke  
rings into the darkness, wondering what keeps them held  
together for those few brittle moments.  Wondering why  
they always have to disappear.  55 
Lost Chance  
Bart slips  
me his # on a napkin as I'm leaving the bar.  
Like I'm really gonna call him.  
I use it  
to wipe fog from my wind-
shield.  The blue ink smears across the glass.  
Waiting at the intersection, cold  
crow-winged darkness grabs  
me, huddled in the leather  
silence of rain blackened streets.  
The red light is lavender through  
the blue smudge.  
Unreadable swirls in the center of that  
crumpled paper wad on the floor mat  
by the passenger door,  
name and numbers  
more foreign now  
than my desire for a  
man's close body  
through this  
long night.  56 
Showing Bones  
The knock intrudes upon the silence of our small hotel  
room.  Dark Rain stands, moves swiftly to the door, a red  
blur of t-shirt and running shorts.  The silence of our  
waiting stretches thinner than expected.  Maybe the shock  
engulfed his eyes first, melting its way slowly to his  
lips.  Maybe Dark looked normal to her.  It's too late  
to ask her that, though--or other things.  Every time,  
that door swings wider in my mind, and I see why he falters.  
"Hie, Turquoise," he mutters, over and over again.  
The room doesn't seem like it can hold two queen-sized  
beds, yet it does, with extra space left over; enough for  
Mom to step around with ease in the morning while she tucks  
the sheets and smoothes the orange comforters.  She would  
never dream of letting the maid in with the room looking  
like it had actually been used.  The price amazes me more  
than anything, at $95 a night.  It would probably be easy  
to find a cheaper place, but my older brother, Dark Rain,  
made up his mind, and he knows what he's doing--after all,  
he's the one in this family with a college education.  
It's not immaculate, not the kind of place where room  
service brings food to the door or anything, like they  
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inspires art--poetry or otherwise.  I'm presently amused  
by lying on the huge, soft bed, wrinkling its severely  
brilliant orange comforter.  Turquoise will arrive soon  
enough.  
It's in your head again.  That morning, senior year.  
"Shut up," I snarl, pouring the Frosted Flakes into  
the bowl.  
"Geez! See what I mean?"  Turquoise practically hollers  
now.  "Who taught you to be so mean?"  
"Oh, shut the fuck up.  I'm sick of your shit.  Go  
back to sleep."  
"Don't talk to me like that.  I'm your older sister.  
You sh  .  .  .  shouldn't talk to me like that."  
"You aren't shit  .  .  .  YOU AREN'T FUCKING SHIT."  
I remember staying in a place better than this once,  
when I was twelve.  The family was on the way back from  
a trip deep into Mexico visiting Dad's relatives.  Having  
entered the lobby of this El Paso hotel--disheveled and  
dirty, smelling rancid after the long bus ride--it really  
shouldn't have surprised  us, the way those people stared.  
The lady behind the counter looked at Dad as if he  
were some vile disease and declared, "You can't afford  
a room in this hotel."  It was probably because Dad's a  
Mexican, a  Mexican Indian at that; maybe it was just the  58 
way all of us were dressed that day.  I'll never know.  
But Dad was pissed off immediately.  He reached into his  
faded blue-jeans pocket and yanked out a massive, wrinkled  
wad of cash that looked like a green onion losing its  
layers, layed it on the counter and asked, "How much?"  
all the while staring at that snobby clerk.  I still recall  
how the green cracked her lips into a smile.  
That place had been alright, better than the one we're  
in now, and cheaper.  The orange hue of these curtains  
seems a little macabre,  almost as if some illness were  
lurking within the pleats.  But last night the three of  
us were tired, needed someplace to sleep, to let the fatigue  
drown in a brief rest, so we ended up here, out of  
desperation.  Isn't that the way things have always been,  
will always be, for my kind?  
It's over, done.  20 hours finally in the past.  Crazy,  
how we raced west from Denver, anxious about what we'd  
find in Orange County.  Dad couldn't come; claimed he had  
to work, but all of us know he has extra paid vacation  
days left.  He  just doesn't want the hassle.  
Mom immediately pokes Turquoise's number into the  
hotel phone.  I can't blame her; she wants to see her  
daughter, probably more than Dark or I do combined.  The  
call from the hospital the other night shook her up; she  
said Turquoise sounded a little crazy, crying, said she  
was sick--real sick.  Turquoise said she wanted to come  
home, said the court took her baby, Priscilla, away.  Shit.  59 
I don't feel like I even know Turquoise, really; Dark does,  
They grew up together.  I came later, when Dark  though.  
was already 14, tripping on acid in the projects, listening  
to Jimi Hendrix, way back in 1971.  
My first memory of Turquoise appears  somewhere around  
1977.  She's due home for something.  Mom and dad seem  
anxious.  "Your sister's coming," Mom says excitedly, her  
Apache nose spotted with sweat;  she's been cleaning house  
all morning.  I sit on the red sandstone porch, waiting  
to meet this woman they call my sister; this woman who,  
I'll eventually learn, ran away at 17, back to  the  
reservation, with her first pothead loser husband, Robby;  
this woman I've never seen, except in photos.  When she  
comes home, she jumps off the back of a Jeep, her jacket  
a flurry of twirling leather strands.  
"Hi, Turquoise," I say to her, smiling,  while she  
works the latch Dad has put on the white picket gate to  
But Oso  keep Oso, my half-breed wolf-dog,  in the yard.  
has gotten out anyway; he's been caught by the dog catcher.  
Instead of getting Oso out of the pound,  Dad lends money  
"Vamos negs week, quando I have some mahney,  to Turquoise.  
That's what Dad told me, but  and we get Oso out, o-kay?"  
when next week came it was too late.  They don't hold dogs  
in the pound for more than seven days.  
It's a brief hello, then Turquoise is up the  stairs,  
past me, into the house, while the faint odor of leather  
plays around my head.  Before I know it, she's back out.  60 
Then she's gone again, leather strands agitated as she  
hops into the back of the Jeep.  That was when I was 6.  
It was only the beginning of the shit she'd make us go  
through.  
I'm hardly listening now, almost falling away, into  
sleep, deep into the orange comforter that smells like  
the people who  stayed here before us were smokers.  
"She doesn't want a ride," Mom says with a sigh, after  
hanging up the receiver.  "She's on her way."  
"What?" Dark looks stupified in his conservative Spock  
haircut.  Her refusal of a ride is entirely "illogical"  
to him.  He's stretching on the mandarin colored carpet,  
having just returned from his nightly 6 mile run.  I can't  
tell if his frown is caused by the pain of forcing his  
tense muscles each time he stretches.  
And I'll always remember this moment.  
I'm almost asleep when the knock intrudes upon the  
silence of our small hotel room.  Dark stands, moves swiftly  
to the door, a red blur of t-shirt and running shorts.  
The silence  of our waiting stretches thinner than expected.  
Maybe the shock engulfed his eyes first, melting its way  
slowly to his lips. Maybe Dark looked normal to her.  It's  
too late to ask her that, though--or other things.  Every  
time, that brown wooden door swings wider in my mind, and  
I see why he falters.  61 
"Hie, Turquoise," he mutters, over and  over again.  
In the car I can tell Dark wants to cry, eyes red,  
brimming tears, but he won't do it, always thinking he  
has to be a pillar of strength when it comes to me; he  
has to set an example for this "impressionable teenager."  
That's what he calls me sometimes.  Men shouldn't cry,  
he's probably thinking--believing--while he gulps down  
tears.  I see through it.  It's such male bullshit; stuff  
I've never been good at, never understood.  
We get the pizzas, avoid the subject completely.  
He doesn't want to talk about her.  
"Looks like the Broncos are going all the way this  
year," he says, buckling his seatbelt.  
"What do you think's wrong with her?"  I can't help  
asking.  
His lips tighten.  I sense pushing it could be  
dangerous, worse than the shiner, or the fat lip he gave  
me once for talking back.  
I start: "Do you think she's-"  
His white knuckles are starkly visible through his  
reddish skin when he clutches the steering wheel.  For  
a second I debate whether I should push it; instead, I  
listen to him cursing under his breath at the California  
traffic, mumbling about how he hates it.  62 
Mom's been crying, but she's hidden the tears.  
"The green peppers on this pizza burn my  lips,"  
Turquoise complains; it's pretty visible why.  She's got  
these grotesquely chapped lips, like a whole tube of  
Chapstick couldn't heal them, but she keeps on eating,  
bouncing softly on the hotel bed.  
Dark's eyes tell: This, his sister, wasted to nearly  
nothing.  
At home, I've seen the pictures of her.  Grainy older  
pictures of her at 18--just a year older  than I am  
now--after graduating from some high school in Durango;  
red cap and gown, wide grin on her face, standing in the  
shade of a big pine tree, probably near  the rez somewhere.  
Her ex, Robby, probably took them, had  them blown up, sent  
a copy home to Mom.  I wouldn't call her beautiful; no  
But what she is now I  one calls his sister beautiful.  
can hardly tell.  Her eyes have sunk deep into their  
sockets, leaving black pits above her prominent Navajo  
Apache cheek bones.  The hair that used to shine in those  
photographs looks dry now, damaged, dirty.  She's spent  
some time trying to make herself look good, but it doesn't  
work--despite her years of study as a beautician.  Her  
cheekbones jut out now, as if threatening to break through  
her skin.  All the make-up in the world couldn't make a  
skeleton beautiful.  And she was actually pretty then,  
to be truthful, especially compared to  how she looks now.  63 
I find myself wondering what she might look like  
without all that make-up on.  The pizza doesn't taste so  
good.  
I walk down the hall to the Pepsi machine, insert  
the change.  It defies me, as if I'll let it get away with  
that.  I'm 17.  A temperamental 17.  I couldn't be beaten  
by some fucking pop machine then.  I punch it several times,  
smack the coin return.  It shits aluminum.  I win.  I carry  
my trophies back to the room.  
"God," Turquoise whines, "I hate Pepsi.  Don't they  
have Coke?"  
There's no hope for Sila, her baby.  We'll have to  
leave her.  Ward of the court.  Turquoise paces around  
the courtroom in despair, like some junkie draped in the  
guise of a bag lady.  I wonder what she is, exactly.  Is  
she a junkie?  Homeless?  Base head?  Just a bag lady?  
Looking at her, I see why the courts took the baby  
away.  She's not fit to dress herself, not fit  to associate  
with bums, much less to care for her child.  Her whole  
outfit probably  cost $2, second hand, including the shoes.  
Her black pants are too big, stained by  .  .  .  I can't tell  
what; she's got brown food stains down the front of her  
light blue blouse.  There's a certain smell to her; one  
I don't recognize.  I'll remember it well when I'm 22 and  
I snort my first line of crystal meth.  But for now, I'm  64 
17, and maybe Priscilla's better off as property of the  
state.  
We're racing across the Arizona desert, back toward  
Denver. The first day in the car Turquoise seems to be  
hallucinating, sometimes whimpering softly.  Mom comforts  
her in the back seat. Dark and I are getting tired of  
hearing it.  After all, she got herself into this mess,  
no one else had anything to do with it.  No one asked her  
to run off to California with that abusive asshole, Pete.  
The entire trip she never stops. "It's too hot," she'll  
say.  "It's too windy," she announces, so I roll up the  
window.  "I need another pillow," she'll murmur in her  
dozing moments.  
I drive faster.  Mom clutches the passenger door handle  
and frowns, but I think she understands.  Later, I'll take  
a back highway--the less scenic route, through the  
reservation.  It'll be an isolated two lane road, but I'll  
take it at 100 miles an hour.  Dark urges me to drive  
faster, despite his "consistently responsible nature,"  
temple muscles rigid, eyes intent on the road looking for  
cops.  We've forgotten cops are different on the rez--our  
kind; nothing to be nervous about.  
We set her up nicely on the sofa bed in the front  
room; there aren't any extra beds.  Dad weeps like a child  
when he sees her frail arms, much to Mom's aggravation.  65 
"Be strong, goddammit," she demands, silencing him in the  
kitchen.  Dark's gone, running back to his house, across  
town.  I keep Turquoise  occupied.  
Her talk is mostly nonsense, mostly the kind of stuff  
14 year-olds talk about:  "What kind of music do you listen  
to?"  
"I dunno, I like lots of stuff, I guess."  
"Ooh, not me!  I like rap.  Rap or disco.  I only  
like stuff you can dance to."  
Hm.  "That's good."  
"So, what do you like to do?"  
"I read a lot."  
"Read!  How boring!  Don't you go out dancing?  Don't  
you take your girlfriends out dancing?"  
"Sheesh."  I sigh.  "What girlfriends?"  
"You mean you don't have a girlfriend?"  
"No."  
"Ooo.  Well, maybe that's better.  You're still young  
anyways."  
Hmph.  
"I had two boyfriends--we used to go dancing all the  
time!"  
"What did you do with Sila?" I ask, watching her  
reaction closely.  
She seems shocked.  "I had a babysitter for her,"  
she says matter-of-factly.  "My boyfriend's younger sister  
used to watch her."  66 
It goes on like this, but I don't really answer her  
questions--or ask her any.  I don't listen very closely,  
but now I wish I had.  
It's Summer, a year later.  I'm home from my first  
year of college.  Turquoise has been going out often, now  
that she's a little stronger; she stays out  late, worries  
everyone.  She bangs loudly on the door at night when she  
comes home, wailing for me to let her in, wailing my name  
like La Llorona.   The childhood tales tell of her: the  
woman who drowned her own children, then wandered eternally  
in a psychotic state, searching to replace them with other  
children--so she could drown them too, probably.  It's  
some fucked-up Mexican version of the Greek myth of Niobe,  
or something.  Either way, her knocking grates on my nerves.  
Mom and Dad argue.  Dad asks, "Bueno pues, wha shood  
we do weeth her, den?"  
"We can move her downstairs, next to his room," Mom  
says, pointing at me.  
"I ain't goin' down there," Turquoise states  firmly,  
sitting in front of the t.v., where she grazes, quickly  
stabbing at the remote.  
One day, an expensive ghetto blaster appears beside  
the couch.  
"Mm, where did you get this, Turquoise?"  Mom stares  
at all the funny silver dials, probably trying to figure  
out how to clean it.  67 
"I got it with my welfare check," Turquoise answers.  
"What the- What welfare check, Turquoise!  Chingada!  
What, have you forgotten I was with you at the damn welfare  
office when they said you didn't qualify!  Dad makes too  
much, cabrona!  So where did you get it, eh?"  
"Jeesh, give me my privacy!" she yells.  
So we leave her alone, and I count the days until  
I won't see her anymore, knowing classes will start again  
soon, knowing she probably stole the damned thing.  She's  
so skinny, she could walk out of Wal-Mart with a portable  
t.v. under her clothes barely looking like she was  
expecting.  I wouldn't put it past her--she's been caught  
shoplifting there before.  A 34-year-old woman caught  
shoplifting--at Wal-Mart; not food for her kids, or even  
something she, herself, might need, just some cheap  
Maybelline make-up and a Salt-N-Peppa cassette.  
Things have changed in the house.  I pray friends  
won't come over and see her reclining on the couch like  
a famine victim.  
I've started hating her.  She symbolizes death.  
refuse to worship that god, and every time I look at her  
I see his face peering back at me.  I see his holy symbols  
under her skin, but those bones bless nothing.  
I remember this:  
"Why are you so mean," she asks from the front room  
one morning, during my senior year in high school, her  68 
voice booming into the kitchen, probably reaching Mom and  
Dad's bedroom, where Mom is still sleeping--Dad's already  
left for work.  
I'm making breakfast, getting ready to ride the bus  
to school.  In Denver they still believe in integration;  
this belief makes me ride 40 minutes across  town, daily,  
so I can go to the white school--where none of our kind  
are wanted.  It plagues me.  She plagues me.  "Because  
you treat Mom and Dad like shit.  You never listen to  
anything they say."  
"No I don't!"  She raises her voice.  
I don't want her to wake Mom.  I know how difficult  
things have become for everyone in the house.  Everyone  
needs a rest.  
But Turquoise just doesn't know when to quit.  Anger  
rises in me like bile, threatening to pour over,  totally  
uncontrolled.   I think of all the times she's taken  
advantage of Mom and Dad; borrowed their almost nonexistant  
money and never paid it back; racked up long distance on  
their phone while talking to that stupid assshole, Pete;  
been repeatedly bailed out of this or that problem.  "Shut  
up," I snarl, pouring the Frosted Flakes into the bowl.  
"Geez! See what I mean?"  She practically hollers  
it now.  "Who taught you to be so mean?"  
"Oh, shut the fuck up.  I'm sick of your shit.  Go  
back to sleep."  69 
"Don't talk to me like that.  I'm your older sister.  
.shouldn't talk to me like that."  You sh.  .  
I  
pour the milk slowly, but it still spills onto the table.  
The respect she demands is transparent, something that  
never existed, something I extended as a courtesy.  I start  
eating.  
"Eee, I can't believe you're talking to me like  that!"  
"Fuck you," I mumble, wondering if she believes that.  
Mom opens the door to her bedroom, eyes still waning  
in these pre-dawn hours.  I know she heard everything.  
I can see it in her tired eyes.  
"You be nice to Turquoise," Mom will demand a few  
days  later, while rolling tortillas.  "She is your sister."  
I frown, remembering a day, long ago, when Turquoise  
was living in Denver, around the time I was 11.  Mom caught  
her on the phone talking long distance to her abusive,  
second pothead loser husband, Pete, out west in California  
somewhere.  Mom grabbed that phone as if it were a meal  
for her starving children.  Turquoise got cracked repeatedly  
on the head with it.  To this day I wonder if Mom feels  
guilty about that.  She smiled victoriously then, but I'm  
sure if I reminded her of it today she would grimace and  
her eyes would probably gaze down ashamed.  That was how  
bad things were then, back in senior year.  
"You aren't shit.  .  .YOU AREN'T FUCKING SHIT."  70 
The fighting escalates with the heat of Summer.  Dad  
screams at Mom.  Mom screams at Turquoise.  
Turquoise starts dressing funny; skin-tight blue  
Spandex which threaten to rip at her bony pelvis.  She  
adopts a pair of false eyelashes and a black curly wig.  
She looks silly,  Mom and I agree one day.  She looks like  
an anorexic drag queen.  But we don't see what's really  
going on, and if we do, we deny it.  
She looks like a whore, like some cheap, street-walking  
tramp, but nowhere near sexy.  
She doesn't come home sometimes, staying out all night,  
who knows where.  We're temporarily relieved that she  
doesn't come knocking in the morning hours, shattering  
our most vivid dreams.  
"Should we give Turquoise a key?" Mom suggests to  
Dad one day.  
"No way, vieja!" Dad shouts.  "That girl, she is  
takeen' drugs.  She'd prolly steal everytheen' in de house  
from us!"  None of us put it past her.  The mood swings  
are there; sometimes, on her arms, sores are visible, but  
they look so big, not small, like needle wounds would be.  
It's four in the morning one time.  I refuse to let  
her in when she comes knocking, wailing like a dog near  
an ambulance siren.  "Let her freeze outside," Dad says  71 
"That weel teesh her not to be comeen home en  to Mom.  
la madrugada."  
Mom is mortified.  She decides to leave the house  
and takes Turquoise with her.  Dad and I grin victoriously.  
"And don't come back," I shout across the pitch  
blackness of the morning to my older sister,  whom I'll  
never see again.  
They stay at Dark's house in the suburbs  for a couple  
of weeks, but even patient Mom can't  stand staying.  
Turquoise drives her slowly insane with all the little  
things, just like  she's done to Dad and me.  It's always  
little things, like a dripping faucet can madden torture  
victims.  One day Mom brings the news back with her.  
"Turquoise is in the hospital."  
Of course, this means nothing to me.  I refuse to  
go see her, refuse to pay any attention to the news they  
bring home about her, thinking this is some stunt she's  
created to grab our sympathy.  She's gonna die one day;  
When it happens, I don't want to be around.  I just know it.  
You can't lose something if it isn't yours.  I don't want  
Turquoise to be my sister.  
"Venga," Dad says one day, a look of concern on his  
face.  I know it's serious--I've never seen him like this.  
"We nee to tell you sometheen."  
It seems apparent that Turquoise has died, but I've  
braced myself for it a long time ago;  I've been ready.  72 
I promised myself I wouldn't cry.  
Out on the deck in the back yard, I notice Mom seems  
nervous.  Surely, Turquoise just passed away.  
"Tell him," he urges Mom.  
"No  .  .  .  I'm not going to tell him," she states.  
"What!" I cry.  
Dad pauses.  "Turquoise," he sighs.  "She is.  .  .your  
real mother."  
This isn't what I expected; I decide it's alright  
to cry.  
Shelly, an old high school friend, happens to be going  
to California that week.  I leave with her.  
When the trip is part of the past, I'm glad to return  
to school.  College is far away, far enough to avoid the  
soap opera playing in my household.  It's my second year  
already, and I won't do as well; the problems will creep  
into my mind at examination time like a drill bit digs  
into a wall.  
One day, when I return home for a weekend, they tell  
me she's gone--back to California.  I wonder if she's trying  
to get Priscilla back, knowing she won't be able to, not  
if she still looks the way she did before.  One glance  
at her and the state will cringe.  
We won't hear from her for a long time.  Some doctor  
says  she's in a hospice--an AIDS hospice.  I don't know  
that's where people go to die.  No one really explains  73 
it to me.  Because  it's 1990 and at the age of 19 I've  
never known anyone dying of AIDS.  I've always thought  
it was just some queer disease  that only struck femmy  
men in major cities.  So I worry about the time I suspected  
her of using my toothbrush.  I can't get it from a  
toothbrush, I tell myself.  I try to forget it, but there's  
so much a person can never forget.  
At her funeral, one of my older brothers, Raul, the  
Jehovah's Witness, wants to leave early.  He doesn't feel  
comfortable being a Jehovah in a Catholic church.  He was  
closest to her in age.  I haven't spoken to him since then,  
five years ago.  
None of us has seen her grave.  She was cremated in  
California somewhere.  
"Turquoise, Mom and Dad told me that  .  .  .  you're  
my real mom," I say to her on the phone one day, a few  
weeks before her death.  
"That's good," she coughs.  She has a hard time  
breathing.  
Silence follows.  
She tells me my father's real name, who he was--but  
that's my secret now.  She's probably on her death bed  
as we speak.  They've got her drugged up to keep away the  
pain.  She doesn't even remember his first name.  74 
Mom and I will disagree about the date of her death  
one day.  She tells the distant family Turquoise died of  
cancer.  
"Don't ever lie in front of me again," I tell her.  
"Hey. I love you, okay?  Take care of Mom."  
"Yeah, I will, Turquoise.  Take care."  
"Oh, and do good in school, okay?"  
"I will. Take care."  Those are your last words to  
her.  Take care.  
Now the earth consoles a few grains of scattered ashes  
that were once a living human being that made me.  
Why didn't you tell her you loved her, too?  
It's playing in my head again.  
"Geez! See what I mean?"  She practically hollers  
it now.  
"Who taught you to be so mean?"  
"Oh, shut the fuck up.  I'm sick of your shit.  Go  
back  to sleep."  
"Don't talk to me like that.  I'm your older sister.  
You sh.  .  .  shouldn't talk to me like that."  
"You aren't shit  .  .  .  YOU AREN'T FUCKING SHIT."  75 
I wish I'd opened that door that night.  
And the beginning of this endless shame and guilt  
starts when the knock intrudes upon the silence of our  
small hotel room.  Dark stands, moves swiftly to the door,  
a red blur of t-shirt and running shorts.  The silence  
of our waiting stretches thinner than expected.  Maybe  
the shock engulfed his eyes first, melting its way slowly  
to his lips.  Maybe Dark looked normal to her.  It's too  
late to ask her that, though--or other things.  Every time,  
that wooden door swings wider in my mind, and I see why  
he falters.  
"Hie, Turquoise," he mutters, over and over again.  
And I see the pained face of a stricken angel.  
My parents and I rarely talk anymore.  Once, every  
other month or so.  
Weeks after graduating--my brother Raul didn't bother  
calling to congratulate me; he had mass or something--I  
go to a cemetery.  I step on the grass near a modest  
headstone, wondering why I bother writing.  Even headstones  
contain no words worth reading.  
The wind whistles through leaves of distant trees,  
invisibly shuffles the fallen ones, but it gives no answer.  76 
Hanger  
Our commonwealth is closet  
inches  where nations jostle  
straddled  
in cloth-buffered  
jurisdictions.  
War's no good solution,  
but damage is light between cotton & leather, silk  
& suede.  
Make a motion--
degrading this tradition  
means car locks in despair,  
relinquishing power  
to our invasions.  
Our special agents even support your  
car bumpers, I'm afraid.  
Assassins?  
Every galvanized republic owns some:  
exceptionally quiet  
when missions are done,  
ripping out the wombs  
of a million  
petty femmes.  77 
Tears  
My elbows hurt, but there aren't any seats left in  
the crammed waiting room, and they don't let you smoke  
inside anyway.  I'm leaning on the black iron railing along  
the upstairs walkway--outside of the free clinic--checking  
out the newly paved parking lot through my veil of cigarette  
smoke, looking west, across the whole city of Denver: past  
the bright glass skyscrapers that poke through the smog.  
The snow-covered mountains on the horizon look like some  
dead person covered with a white sheet.  And I'm not crying,  
but keep thinking about it, keep swallowing to avoid looking  
like some weak fool.  I'm tougher this time--not like the  
first time I came here.  
What would Carrie think?  She'd probably look down  
at me, impatience gleaming in those charcoal eyes of hers;  
she'd sigh and say, "Aw Momma, don't be cryin'."  But I'd  
cry anyway, just to show Carrie how I feel for her, to  
show her I would take the pain of all that scraping instead,  
if I could.  Because the time for anger disappeared once  
the front door to the apartment was locked; on the bus  
I clutched her bony knee, like I used to when she was small.  
We didn't even argue.  
Below, past my cigarette haze, a man slides out of  
a red Porsche.  He activates the car alarm.  Skwauk Sqwauk.  
Then he struts across the lot, side stepping the clumps  78 
of partially melted tar and freshly painted, bright yellow  
lines.  He starts up the stairs, toward my floor.  He's  
a tight young brother--lots of muscle.  Some kind of good  
life.  Tan suit pressed cubic, shiny.  He reminds me of  
Denzel Washington--all sheen, polished, slick, like water,  
pure, maybe even purer than water, if there  ever was such  
a thing.  
Probably the same kind that got Carrie this way.  
For a second I wonder if it might be him, might be "Pops"  
dropping in to see the damage he's done, to be a witness  
to my baby's pain.  I didn't notice if Carrie used the  
phone inside the clinic; all the paperwork was a headache,  
not to mention the embarrassment, the pure shame I felt  
when the other mothers eyed me, their dark eyes so prone  
to knowing the truth.  But I know this aint "Daddy."  
Couldn't be; he's too rich to spend his time with my poor  
little Carrie.  
I hold my palm up, Salem 100 Menthol hanging loosely  
between my fingers, ready to fall like tapped ashes, to  
be lost on the black tar parking lot below.  I must look  
like a corner ho.  I shift my weight, raise my sore elbows  
off the rail, hoping  not too much of my cleavage is  
showing.  
He's got a briefcase: expensive, brown leather.  It's  
one of those attache kind--soft and flexible.  He's got  
a nice, clean haircut, short and shiny, not like one  of  79 
those popular cuts the gangsta boys wear here on the East  
side, with their matted Gerri curls or short bald lines  
cut into their fros.  
From the corner of my eye I watch him reaching the  
top of the stairs to my right, making his way toward me.  
In a second I'll turn, make eye contact, look him over,  
maybe even smile.  It can't hurt.  I could still teach  
him a few things, even now, at 31.  Because Carrie was  
fifteen years ago, in early '71, and I've kept some of  
my young looks--enough to make a head turn, enough to hear  
rude comments from those same boys I try so hard to keep  
away from Carrie.  
That Jerome boy's filthy mouth about got him slapped  
last week.  After I stepped off the bus from work one day,  
he says to me, "Yo, Shawntay.  Whyn't chu an Carrie call  
me up when you gets horny an shit."  I still can't believe  
it.  I wanted to tell him to fuck himself, that his dick  
wasn't mature enough for a real woman yet, that if he came  
close to Carrie I would hire someone to fuck him up good,  
but his posse was there, seven of them, watching me, like  
a pack of horny dogs, urging him on.  He isn't too bright,  
and I knew from his droopy red eyes that he was high.  
It'd be stupid to diss him in front of his "set of homeys."  
That's what Carrie calls her friends.  Her "set"; her  
"homegirlz."  I've told her to keep that shitty gang  
language outside my house, but she keeps slipping.  80 
"But if he leaves  "I got me a man," I answered him.  
His partners hooted him on, all of  me, ah look you up."  
them in their Bronco jackets and blue handkerchiefs, stoned  
in the middle of the day, leaning on their classic cars,  
some of them too young to even be driving.  
She say you aint  "Thas not what Carrie be sayin'.  
got  no dick in months an' shit!"  He rubbed himself,  
squeezing his stuff to show me what he had to offer within  
his blue sweats.  
I pause, choosing words carefully before answering,  
my finger like a tiny windshield wiper, swivelling  waving  
"First of all, honey,  my head like my Momma used to do.  
Second, I  Carrie don't be knowin shit bout my bizness!  
They much too rowdy fuh me.  don't be datin' young men.  
They plenty uh sistuhs round here be happy to fit chu in,  
though.  Oughta be ashamed; I'm the age uh yo Momma."  
And as I unlocked my door, I listened to him: "Nevuh  
know, young man could do a hoochey momma  like you some  
good."  His posse chuckled, a secretive,  knowing laughter.  
Damn uppity  "01' bitch, be talkin bout my Momma--shit!  
oreo betch," he said, under his breath, just loud enough  
so I would hear it.  
I closed the door behind me,  wondering when I would  
be forced to buy a gun.  That was the same day Carrie told  
I felt cheated.  She was a spy of  me she  was pregnant.  
the street, more on their side than mine.  81 
It was probably Jerome who knocked her up.  She  
wouldn't tell me, even when I slapped her; I never meant  
I can practically see him now,  for it to go that far.  
sitting there on the corner of the projects: knappy-headed,  
lazy sonofabitch in a pair of blue sweats, tossing dice,  
forty-ouncer disguised by a paper bag, stepping away from  
his huddled group to harass a fifteen year-old girl, to  
"put the moves" on a little girl, to  "get some" from my  
little girl, Carrie.  
A Porsche-driving brother is too much to ask for on  
the East side, unless a blind eye is cast at the dealing,  
Besides,  and those guys never live very long anyway.  
Carrie's already getting too tall, too sassy,  too good  
The boys she points  at basketball for the better types.  
out on TV are always the cute dumb ones, but they're the  
types who like girls with model's bodies, model's  
faces--unless the girl's white.  And Carrie could pass  
And everybody  for ebony, especially with those dark eyes.  
knows Carrie will never be a model; not in this world.  
Jerome's probably the first man who gave her the time of  
.  .  .  Can I blame her?  day, so she gave it up to him .  
It would have been easy to use a hanger back then,  
the way Fatima taught me, when I was  fifteen and pregnant  
"Jes stick it up in theh, poke til it be  with Carrie.  
hurtin' an' yank it on down,  girl," she said, her face  
"Das what  all wrinkled, probably from a remembered pain.  82 
chu gots to do when them boys be gettin you this way.  
Else have dey baby."  
Because these operations were illegal then, in '71,  
when I was fifteen;  otherwise, I would have come here,  
same as the time I came to get rid of the twins; they'd  
I probably wouldn't have had Carrie, had this  be ten now.  
I would have lain on that table with  been legal then.  
my privates showing, with my black ankles propped up and  
shackled, worried about the cost of pain, wondering what  
my Momma was probably thinking, and maybe I would cry,  
waiting for the doctors and their sterile little white  
masks, for their rubber-gloved fingers, probing.  
And maybe  I would do what Carrie is doing right now.  
life would be better,  maybe I would've found a "real"  
Maybe  husband, not someone like Carrie's father, Rick.  
I would've gone to college, instead of teaching myself  
Psychology books in hand while  between Carrie's cries,  
warming formula, Biology books on the bed while changing  
her, History books altogether forgotten, checked out of  
the library, due dates  ignored, Poetry books left under  
the bed, collecting dust.  
So I turn, looking at his brown, shiny leather  shoes,  
up his tan slacks  (with a slow stop at the zipper), then  
up, to his thick chest and his fine looking face; his face:  
framed by a short, slick haircut, with eyes the color of  
gold under a hot summer sun,  maybe too gold to be true  83 
for a brother so dark.  He's checking himself out in the  
reflection of the clinic window, adjusting his black tie,  
walking down the runway like model material--an ambitious  
man in a shiny tan suit that sways in a clutch around his  
waist as he moves.  
I smile at him.  He notices me watching and hardens  
his eyes.  His gaze slides past me, locks in front of him.  
"Hello," I say, trying not to sound like a "sistuh,"  
cigarette tight between my fingers as he passes.  He  
probably only dates white women anyway, but  there's a thin  
chance here for some better life, a chance to say  
opportunity was present and that I tried.  
He doesn't look at me.  "Sup?" he asks, sounding just  
like one of those East-side boys would.  And he just keeps  
walking,  doesn't really see me, doesn't see me at all.  
I turn to watch where he's going, to check his  
backside, and I catch his scent all in my face.  It's  
expensive stuff, kind of perfumy, yet manly, like incense,  
not alcohol--nothing like that stuff Rick wore all too  
often.  I like this, though; it feels right to me,  like  
I've smelled it before, like I've been smelling it  somewhere  
all my life.  
He opens the door to the law office at the other end  
of the walkway.  I wonder which name is his spelled out  
in black stickers on the glass.  
I'm thinking hard about quitting smoking when the  
blonde receptionist lady taps on the clinic window.  My  84 
concentration breaks.  I see my worried face in the window's  
reflection, lines, wrinkles etched across my forehead,  
as I try holding on, only for a moment,  to the idea of  
not needing cigarettes anymore.  I drop it, smash it under  
my brown, cheap, fake-leather shoe, tightening my face  
all up when I notice Carrie sitting inside clutching her  
waist.  
Looking at her thin frown, I remember how badly it  
hurts, like having a soul ripped out of your body, like  
part of your soul's getting lost too, sometimes.  That  
look on her face, I've seen that look, on Fatima's face,  
on my own mirrored face.  The look of pain and shame and  
sadness, all rolled into one.  
"I'll get the elevator key," the receptionist says  
after glancing at Carrie.  
"I didn't know you had an elevator," I say.  
"Helps the  .  .  .  patients get to ground level without  
using the stairs, but you need the key, so it only works  
when you're leaving."  She walks away, down a hidden  
hallway, turning back when she notices we're not behind  
her.  "Follow me," she gestures, looking irate.  
I help Carrie as we make our way to the elevator.  
The blonde woman presses the down button--as if we don't  
know how to do that ourselves--and holds the bucking doors  
until we enter.  She turns the key and walks away as the  
doors close.  I've decided not to say thank you.  85 
Through some gangster's streaks of black graffiti,  
I see us reflected in the shiny metal of the elevator door.  
I'm hugging Carrie.  She looks older to me.  Her charcoal  
eyes are glistening like diamonds.  
I see, I'm just now ready to cry.  86 
Confession  
I take full responsibility  
for the death  
of God.  
Yup--I killed him;  
my Uzi popped a cap  
in his ass,  
several in his head,  
now that holy motherfucker's dead.  
And we're totally free.  
So I instantly bastardized us  
all.  I'm sorry.  
You should have seen it, though- -
from his head flew a thousand  
prismatic angels, scattering like  
glitter and broken glass, each some tiny  
sliver of tragedy,  
waiting to scream a wound  
into anything at all.  87 
Catharsis  
I'm remembering you, Rene, the way you danced that day  
i rudely cut in on hippie boy, yr brown hair flaring like  
bright anger, and something about yr teeth showed affection  
for coffee shops, you, making them sorority  chicks look  
tame with yr stripping sway of flung hip and thrown  
shoulder, checking sex hard, defining cool,  and you acted  
coy with that whole eye  thing, looking through yr hair  
like a cage, and i wanted to let you out, let you out  
of the scar you got from the sharp end of some dude's knife,  
and i thought it all a game, until the  following day at  
The Reading, when we went and shared ourselves through  
pages, finding similar words squirming within us: you,  
Bukowski, me, Ginsberg, held in the face of Jodi and T.S.  
Eliot and hr sphincterized bookstore bag full of Grad school  
texts, and i remember yr car: so tiny, blue, neurotic- - 
Bonaparte, you called him--who was always on the verge  
of some nervous breakdown, sounding so much like a farting  
train of hacking laughter when you left, and how you sd  
writing was like taking a shit because you dint know what  
catharsis meant, and that was fine, we slept  together  
anyway, because you were honest, a tripped up angel  
stripper who fell while disrobing, and Ai, Ai,  whose name  
you pronounced aye, like being in pain, and the way you  
worried about the AIDS thing when i told you i was bi,  
and that rejection kept me from calling for a week, but  
i pretended it was nothing when you called, tho now i  
understand why, and i remember bloody cheap wine around  
early November, the soft smell of pumpkins and decomposing  
leaves, then sloppy sex, crumpled thrift store clothes,  
talking about that bald dude who played trumpet in the  
Green Horns and made you crazy angry,  and you sd it dint  
mean anything, you sd it dint, so i slept w/ hr--i don't  88 
even remember hr name anymore--and that dint really mean  
anything, but you never called me again,  and one day  
i saw you drive by in Bonaparte while i was working delivery  
for Pizza Slut, and you saw me,  we braked, lingered,  
and there was no place fr me to pull over, there was so  
much traffic drinking us, so we kept driving, in opposite  
directions, forever  looking  back  89 
Little Seventeen  
Right now I would like to cry scream become invisible  
float away puke Die.  I'm petrified--better than those  
kids in the park who play freeze tag sometimes.  My gut's  
set like stone, like I've done too many sit-ups in gym  
too soon after eating Taco Bell for lunch.  
"Mmmm-ah-hooh-uh!" Greg said to me just now, loudly,  
right in front of my locker, in front of everybody in The  
Hall.  
"What's that supposed to mean?" I'm defensive,  
wondering why I've been chosen by the "Ogre" as the brunt  
of one of his perverse jokes.  
"Why don' cha ask Travis?"  He walks away giggling  
with that obnoxious squeel.  It sounds like polyester in  
that two inch area of a cheerleader's gap where their thighs  
rub together.  
I'm petrified.  He Knows about it.  I want to be in  
some stage of denial, to pretend I didn't just hear what  
he told me, to forget it all, to hide.  Instead, I snicker,  
close my locker gently (to keep from looking aggravated),  
as if nothing's wrong, then walk away pretending I'm a  
pillar.  
I really didn't come, like Greg so rudely suggested  
just  now; it was the only way I was going to get Travis  
to finally quit trying.  It was like his ego totally  90 
depended on how loud I could be, so he was plunging in,  
deep, like he wanted it to be painful, but it wasn't any  
worse than the initial push-- which wasn't really a big  
deal either (key word being big, which Travis wasn't).  
It was my first time.  Now I wish I'd just waited for some  
other bastard to do it to me, some other bastard who could  
also be a total stranger, some other bastard who doesn't  
know all my friends, who doesn't come to my school, who  
doesn't live four blocks from my house.  And maybe this  
bastard could have a body better than Travis's, and a face  
better than Travis's, and a better car, and maybe he'd  
have a smaller mouth, too.  
"I'll give ya a call sometime," he said three nights  
ago as I stepped out of his Mustang.  
"Okay," I managed to mumble, knowing he was full of  
shit, knowing I might get another call if he got horny  
in the next few days.  Because men are dogs.  Oprah even  
says so, and she's the richest female entertainer in the  
country, so she can't be very wrong.  
The minute I got in the house that night (through  
my bedroom window) I raced to the bathroom.  I was there,  
washing my hands, gargling, stripping off my clothes,  
reaching for the hot water nozzle in the shower before  
the sound of his engine revving down the street could catch  
me.  Drying off, I wondered what I should do with the bloody  
panties lying there, next to the toilet bowl, crumpled,  
looking like I'd just gotten the worst monthly any woman  91 
had ever seen.  "Slutty bag," I whispered to myself as  
I flushed them.  
I thought it would be easy, forgetting, but the toilet  
got stopped up (plunger didn't work, I tried it several  
times).  I'm gonna be up shit creek when that plumber pulls  
out his roto-rooter and yanks out a pair of my  
undies--blood-speckled for dramatic effect--in front of  
my Mom.  He's due over later this afternoon.  I won't be  
able to lie; Mom can see right through that.  
I can't believe I actually crawled through the window.  
Mom would know the second she saw me if I walked through  
that door with a drunk-stoned-dissapointed-sick-to-my-
stomach-awake-just-got-fucked-in-the-back-seat-of-a-
Mustang(hatchback)-in-a-park look.  She'd just know.  
2:58.  That's what my clock radio read.  I slipped  
into the shower before 3, hoping I wouldn't wake her up,  
hoping I wouldn't have to explain why I looked like I'd  
been in a fight with a crimping iron, hoping if she did  
wake up she wouldn't smell the slutty slick lines he'd  
given me to get his hands up my bra, smell the sweat, the  
Jim Beam, the pot  .  .  .  the come.  'Cause Moms can smell  
anything, right?  They can smell when you've been  
shoplifting at the local Safeway; they smell seconds  
counting down to curfew.  It's better, in the long run,  
just sneaking around on them, though.  Saves the time of  
having to be diplomatic; lets her save face by believing  
I'm a "perfect teen," as if any of us really are.  92 
Mostly, it makes me sick the way Travis was so "I've  
been wanting you for three semesters now .  .  .  .  Aren't  
you hot?  .  .  Oh, Jenny, you're so hot, you're so beautiful  
.  .  .  Why don't you just take off your shirt?"  His hands  
were all over me, ugh.  And I guess it was stupid to fall  
for it, to forget that's all men want, but he was touching  
me right, in all the right places, making me tremble, making  
me want it bad.  So he smelled like Right Guard (that sport  
talc kind stuff that smells like carbonated baby butt).  
Big deal.  At least he wore deodorant  .  .  .  and a rubber.  
So I'm lying there, not wanting to move because it  
hurts so much, and I know I'm not doing it right, and I  
want him to quit already, and I know he's already come  
once, and I figure maybe he'll quit if I just fake it--like  
Meg Ryan did in that  cafe scene in When Harry Met Sally.  
So I lay it on him, and Drama 201 was never so productive.  
I mean, I was totally having conniptions, moaning,  kind  
of screaming.  Afterward, I kind of relaxed, sighed, acted  
like I was worn out by his awesome studliness.  At least  
it made him quit; I just didn't think he would actually  
believe it.  
Now Greg Knows about the whole thing.  I'm, like,  
so fucked now.  Because if Greg Knows, that means Tammi  
Knows, and Jake Knows, and Jason Knows, not to mention  
Sheila, Jeff, Talbot, Keith  .  .  .  and shit  .  .  .  that means  
Monique's Gonna Know any minute, and she'll tell Alexandria  
and all those other preppie skank cheerleaders  .  .  .  and  93 
they'll tell all their boyfriends.  So I guess I'm screwed  
at the young age of seventeen, because every player on  
every team in this hell hole is gonna know about how Travis  
"busted me out" in the back of his hatchback turbo Mustang  
(with the seat laid down) on top of that tan blanket he  
keeps in the back for cold picnic afternoons with the other  
"slutty bags" he manages to talk into forgetting about  
their Reputations for the single sake of his animalistic  
desire.  
I'm so fucked at seventeen, I don't even want  to think  
about eighteen, about Motherhood at  eighteen, or AIDS,  
Because I'm not "little  or even herpes at eighteen.  
seventeen" anymore, not like junior-year seventeen,  but  
bigger than that, like owning your own car seventeen, like  
end of junior year seventeen, staying out all hours  
seventeen, like almost eighteen seventeen.  
Later, I'm sitting in English, zoning about it all,  
when suddenly Mr. Deward calls on me for something--I don't  
know what.  I sit there, looking stupid, trying to summon  
a ditsy look, but it's not holding water with him; I've  
been too straight-forward and sharp with him in the past,  
mainly because English is my best subject.  I mean, the  
entire baseball team must have used it as an excuse to  
Their  come over and study with me after school last year.  
requests to "study" dwindled away fast once they figured  94 
out I was waiting until marriage--no two ways about that  
one.  
Well, I was waiting.  
I sit there staring at a map of Great Britain on the  
left side of the chalkboard.  I drop my pen.  I basically  
look stupid.  
So Mr. Deward stops me on the way out of class.  "You  
seemed a little distracted today, Jenny.  Are things okay  
with you?"  He gazes into my eyes.  
I want to scream.  I think for sure even he knows  
the nasty little rumor.  "I didn't get much sleep," I lie.  
I stare at his fading hair line, wondering what he must  
have looked like at eighteen, at Travis's age.  But I sense  
Mr. Deward was never anything like Travis.  They're  
different kinds of men.  Travis is a body; Mr. Deward is  
a mind.  
"Let's be frank, Jenny.  I really enjoy your writing.  
I mean that.  You have a very original voice," he hesitates  
for a second, probably tossing the question around in his  
head.  "What I want to ask is-- well  .  .  .  um.  You eat  
lunch off campus, don't you?"  
I wonder what that has to do with anything.  For a  
second I'm traumatized, thinking Mr. Deward is, like,  
picking up on me or something.  It doesn't make any sense.  
"Yeah."  
"Have you been getting high during your lunch  breaks?"  95 
I laugh.  I don't know why I laugh, but it seems so  
petty to me.  I wish someone were around so they could  
witness this whole thing, share it with all my friends  
so I won't sound like a crock when I tell them about it  
myself.  "Honestly, Mr. Deward?"  
"Uh-huh.  Honestly Jenny."  
"I wish."  I tell him I'll write about it.  I say  
I need the practice.  He lets me off with the standard  
"Just Say No" routine.  I don't really buy it, though;  
everyone knows Mr. Deward went to Woodstock.  
I'm slightly upset that every jock, nerd, hacker,  
geek, stoner, Beavis, drama queen, Rott-C jarhead, hippie,  
punk, retro, dweeb and shredder at Kennedy High School  
(home of the Commanders) has to be a witness to my fall  
from popular grace.  
If there was a media machine in my high school, it  
would gain sustenance from my warped story, more than any  
O.J. Simpson story, more than nuclear devastation, even.  
My only solace is that, like all things, my story will  
eventually be out of vogue, old hat, useless smut about  
days gone by, a legend  about a slut that'll ring untrue  
for future generations of freshmen who'll gather in the  
boy's restroom to hear about how Jenny Lippman Gave It  
Up to (exaggerated figures here) the whole varsity football  
team in the backseat of a bus on the way back from the  
Senior ski trip.  And maybe by then I'll have already  96 
forgotten about all the damages words can do,  because maybe  
I'll be "big ol'  nineteen" by then, and I'll be walking  
home from the nearby Circle-K with a 44 oz.  cherry Slurpee  
in hand and some cowboy wannabe with a chew in his mouth  
will give a spit and a wahoo and say: "Yo, Jenny, been  
And that's the exact moment  in the back of a bus lately?"  
when insanity will push me over  the edge and I'll assault  
that hick bastard with a well-thrown Slurpee in his  face,  
and then I'll steal his truck and race it until the muffler  
falls off ('cause every cowboy out here in hickville has  
a truck with a muffler attached by nothing but a clothes  
hanger).  And maybe I'll regain my  sanity sometimes, only  
to find that I live on the wrong side of the tracks (where  
no one can afford a Trans Am, but everybody wants one),  
and I'll be able to hear bad reruns of sit -corns  in all  
the trailers around me, and at that precise moment I'll  
mutter: "Fucken Travis,  man," as I reach for my medication  
to put me out of my misery.  
Mom's out somewhere  I ditch my classes after English.  
when I get home, which saves me from having to fake an  
illness, so I raid her liquor cabinet, since she doesn't  
I'm hoping to be trashed on  bother marking the bottles.  
Bacardi by the time she gets home, by the time the plumber  
knocks on the door,  roto-rooter in hand.  I'm hoping maybe  
something will happen between my Mom and him and then I'll  
have some leverage when  she finds out about me and Travis,  97 
because it's just a matter of time before everybody Knows.  
Everybody will know.  I'll totally threaten to tell Dad  
she screwed some plumber with a butt crack bigger than  
a quarter slot in a parking meter--unless she gives me  
more allowance money on the weekends.  
Actually, I just wish Travis would tell everyone it  
never happened.  He could make a press conference at  
lunchtime: "Jenny Lippman never had any kind of sexual  
contact with me on any occassion .  .  .  I simply lied to  
show my buddies my impressive virility, and to establish  
a case history as a stud--for  future reference to help  
me get into a fraternity."  
When the doorbell rings, I'm walking back to my room,  
mom's Valium in hand; I have full intention of getting  
tranqed  .  .  .  or maybe something more.  Mom isn't back  
yet.  I figure she must have gone to the spa and forgotten  
the plumber was coming over.  I open the door, drunk,  
smelling like a rum and coke, and I focus my eyes on a  
gorgeous man.  He looks ten times better than Travis, with  
long brown hair and evident pecks.  I'm already imagining  
him naked, bent over my toilet, plunging his roto-rooter  
to tremendous depths just to retrieve my lost panties.  
And how will I ever repay him?  I wonder how long Mom will  
be gone?  
After we make our way upstairs, I set Mom's Valium  
back in her medicine cabinet then lead him into my bathroom.  
He's looking at me from the corners of his eyes,  maybe  98 
nervous, maybe pretending to be shy.  His name is Buzz--at  
least, that's what the name patch says on the chest of  
his strikingly tight blue overalls.  I'm playing with erotic  
possibilities, figuring out how I'll get him into my  
bedroom.  I want to offer him a heaping glass of freshly  
squeezed lemonade, to speak my opinion about the poor  
ventilation in the upstairs of my house, to suggest that  
he feel free to remove his shirt, and I'll whisper:  "It's  
so hot," and maybe take his glass of lemonade in my hands  
and raise it toward my lips and--
It's at this moment I realize I'm no longer some little  
girl, but a woman.  Right now, as he's pulling my blood  
speckled panties from the sparkling white toilet.  They  
dangle, sogged white, with remnants of pink, tangled on  
the end of his roto-rooter.  I smile nervously, wanting  
him, blushing as he reaches for the wad of cloth.  And  
I understand, this moment, this embarrassing moment,  is  
the way it has always been for us virgins, since the  
beginning of time.  99 
Quickie  
Met big anglo man named Luke, bar tangled, dancing, wanna  
swim in his big blues, tease, tease, we want major release,  
squeeze his dick in the crowd on the dance  floor so he's  
begging for more, just one chance to be in, guaged the  
time I had then, stamped the black on black hand, snuck  
out back in the rain, jumped the puddles watched him haul  
tight thighed ass cross the street in retreat from dark  
warm wet like me  at his home up the stairs gone the clothes  
piled thin want you in with vast landscape of throb take  
you all take you all, Oh my god, don't stop now want you  
all inside; latex tight on skin, rubbing hard, it's too  
big, it's too big, and besides this could be  .  .  .  
suicide.  
Never mind.  
We do fine with some sighs  
Who can tell,  
maybe next time?  
(I'm no whore)  
Back at bar, see my friends, give excuse then ignore the  
big man, name of Luke, on the dance floor.  100 
Fast World  
I awaken with him in my arms, comfortably wrapped, as if  
I have huge wings with which I can enfold him, and last  
night was ultimately soaked with dreams of impotent  
lighthouses skimming aimlessly above a turbulent ocean,  
but as swiftly as those dreams arrived they shrunk away  
like the light itself, in a whisper, and I awoke  
occasionally--knowing even then how nothing lasts--during  
the darkest hours of night, sweating from the heat of summer  
and his warm clammy body next to mine, his clipped brown  
hair--carefully tamed, sculpted by gel--poking my chest,  
gently tickling me now as I watch him at rest, nearly  
trapped in a snore, before I suspiciously view the blood-red  
blurry digits of the clock radio, unable to unravel them  
through my tired, teary eyes, knowing the time has arrived  
much too early for this, this hangover, and I wonder if  
he set it last night (this morning) at 3:52: the last time  
I remember before being enveloped by post-coital fatigue,  
and I feel horribly guilty now for not getting him off,  
but he insisted, "it's not what's important," so I finally  
fell asleep, in my drunken state, figuring he was too tired  
(or drunk) to continue, because I would have gladly  
persevered, hoping to grant him that at least, hoping to  
take away his headache and worry for a while, to grant  
him a few seconds of carelessness, especially now, since  101 
it won't work out, even if he isn't gone, but maybe he  
already knew my scheme to evade him, especially after last  
night at the bar when I confessed: "I can't stand being  
close to anyone near death,"  so I'm wondering if I led  
him on, and how to get out of all this gracefully, but  
this guilt I have is dispatched as swiftly as it appears,  
since I told him last night at Cinder Alley, "I just want  
to be your friend--first and foremost," and I even explained  
my habit of acquiring friends through other friends, rather  
than approaching complete strangers, mainly hoping I'll  
keep meeting good people this way, so I'm not going to  
feel guilty about any of this, even if he is dead, because  
it isn't my fault, because I comforted him in his final  
moments, and I can't believe this, how everyone had so  
many wonderful things to say about him when I first met  
him in the bar last month, about his great work ethic,  
his fantastic reputation, and the way they kept repeating  
how nice he was, how nice he was, finally got to me, but  
they never mentioned the brain tumor, of course, maybe  
they never knew he had one, but for God's sake, they knew  
everything else about him, even about his "healthy diet,"  
how he avoided fried food "like the plague," but maybe  
I'm just jumping to conclusions about his condition, since  
one headache doesn't exactly equal a brain tumor, because  
maybe that has nothing to do with all this, maybe it was  
something else that did this to him, but the shift in his  
mood last night after the headache came was so dramatic,  102 
so swift, it couldn't have been anything else, so I'll  
hold him, though I was a sucker, though I fell for the  
oldest trick in the book, and maybe they  were all in on  
it, but none of them could have predicted this, and he  
is beautiful, even now, with his skin slowly lightening,  
but I won't let him go, because last night I noticed his  
face slipping into a look of worry, anguish, before he  
squeezed me tightly and asked, "Do you regret any of this?"  
and I whispered, "No, I don't; I'll stay until morning,  
if that's okay," and last night, while he slept, wrinkles  
formed on his forehead like tiny speed bumps, some dream  
about the real world, trying to hold onto him, maybe  
dreaming about dancing, how I watched him at the bar last  
week, watched him moving his little body on the dance floor,  
flanked by other men, some of them incredibly handsome,  
model types, but he moved with the music, the way it's  
supposed to be: rhythmic, enchanting, and he did it without  
a hint of anxiety, moving better than all those other fag  
boys put together, moving for me, putting on a show, shaking  
his firm little ass in those light blue denim shorts like  
it was motorized beneath those strobes and the flashing,  
multi-colored lights, all for me as I wondered if he moved  
that way in bed, then I figured I'd find out, never knowing  
anything about the tumor, the moods, and he expressed to  
me that night his affection for motorcycles, clutching  
my arm passionately when I said, "I have one and I'll take  
you for a ride, if you want," so I decided right then and  103 
there to bring the bike up this week just to take him for  
a ride, hoping somehow it might get me laid, because I  
hadn't been with a man in such a long time, and he was  
so clean cut, dressed appropriately in his tight black  
jeans and ankle-high boots, not too foppish or perfectly  
ironed, as many gay men are prone to be, then we raced  
aldng the city streets last night, wind shrieking around  
us, his arms clutching at my waist in near-terror, warm  
air rising off the black pavement to shield us from any  
cold at all, words sounding like whispers, lost on the  
wind, and when we returned to his house he had a headache,  
but it went away, or maybe he just pretended it had gone,  
it doesn't matter now, and I wonder which of my friends  
would have teased me for being so slutty, since I won't  
hear their taunts now, because they won't utter a word  
about it, no one can be that cruel, especially if they  
ever picture what I'm doing right now as I pull my left  
arm from beneath his head, feel his cool neck for an  
invisible pulse, glance around the room, looking hard for  
a tiny mirror I can hold beneath his nose, since I was  
barely touching him when I sensed the life slipping away  
last night, sometime near morning, but I was so dead,  
thought I was dreaming, thought he'd be up in the morning  
offering me breakfast, more affection, something, and maybe  
I should have taken him to the hospital last night when  
he mentioned the headache, not just taken his word for  
it that it went away, and maybe I could have been more  104 
attentive, checked his eyes, taken better care of him,  
but all I thought about was getting it over with so I could  
leave this morning, never really intending to call him  
back, and now I'm covering his head with the red bed sheet,  
hoping maybe it will flutter near his nose, knowing it  
won't, the way his body's already stiffening, and this  
morning, afternoon, whatever, is smothered in the insane  
drones of silence and his prancing kittens and eye grit  
and bare feet and a single yawn, this blinding brightness  
lurking behind his closed curtains, the lack of toilet  
paper for cleaning up the bad aim at the toilet, damp paper  
towels to wipe away dead insects from the helmet visor,  
and no kiss this morning, no offers to cook breakfast,  
the shower too cool or too hot for proper thinking, but  
finally, after the anonymous phone call to the coroner,  
I'm outside on the bike, hoping I'm doing the right thing,  
wondering if he was closeted, what it would look like to  
his parents--their son, dead, after a night in bed with  
another man, and I can't handle the questions, the all-day  
delay, the suspicious eyes of the detectives, my story  
being retold over and over, and over, photographers singling  
out my anguished face for the local papers, and still,  
without all that it's a chilly morning, and why, why did  
I decide to ride the motorcycle to begin with, since my  
instincts told me not to, because it seemed so dark, too  
much of a hassle, after all, the car was working fine,  
and today is so bright to my eyes I'm squinting through  105 
the visor, weaving my way through traffic with ease beneath  
the overcast sky, past Denny's and 7-11, wary of cops,  
quickly out of town, down a back-country road, thinking  
I'll be home soon, where I can just go to sleep and forget,  
and I'm so hungry, maybe I should have waited for the  
coroner and the cops, eaten something while waiting for  
them to arrive, but I know I'm not in shock, I know this  
isn't bothering me, no more, not at all,  then I hear metal  
being rendered to shreds as the motorcycle weaves and tips  
over, so I fall, skidding across the pavement, the back  
wheel sliding parallel with my head, and I pray to my maker,  
apologizing for everything I've ever done wrong in this  
life and others, wishing I wasn't the least bit deviant  
in my sexual habits, wishing I'd just left the bike at  
home last night, that the dirt just a few feet away from  
me won't be my final resting place, my legs flailing out  
seeking some semblance of balance, stability, pavement,  
where I can skid to a halt, and my instincts tell me to  
roll into a little ball like before I was born, to disappear  
into a liquid vapor or a tear, to simply stop, to avoid  
being, and the rear wheel slides away as I tumble into  
the dirt, down into the ravine, weeds and gravel like nuns  
punishing my hands, and I push up my visor with a bloody  
hand breathing in deeply when I finally come to a stop,  
shaking as the grass along my right side bows in the  
relaxing breeze, shivering like me, I'm so afraid, but  
I laugh, which seems so pathetic that I start laughing  106 
harder and I don't stop laughing and cars are driving by  
as I continue laughing, continue shivering, knowing already  
how much my legs hurt, how I'm not going to care if they  
hurt if no one helps me soon, how I'm actually going to  
be happy if I hurt, because pain is swiftly becoming the  
only thing I can feel, and I'm noticing the bike has also  
slid into the ravine, down the road from me, where I can  
see the front wheel pointing at the sky, the underparts  
of the bike revealed, metal intestines, mangled and streaked  
with scratches, as I dodge a few stray pebbles from the  
trucks driving by along the road above, none of them ever  
knowing I'm down here with my backpack still on, my helmet  
strapped tightly to my neck, my leather jacket ripped  
beneath my right armpit like an expanding sliver of night,  
while occasionally a falling pebble clanks against the  
gas tank, ringing, like bells, like Black Death bells,  
only they named that all wrong, because death itself is  
white, a bright white light that reflects half your life  
streaming by in a flicker like slides on a wall, big enough  
to cover your whole eyesight - -I see it now that I've crawled  
a few feet up the ravine, my right leg ripped open like  
a red gill, breathing slow trickles of blood, and I've  
already crawled for what feels like two miles, feeling  
so tired, three, nothing but numbness, half way up the  
ravine, three and a half, laughing, without fear, Taco  
Bell wrapper, Highway Litter Control sign, golf course  
across the highway, lush green, beautiful red sports car,  107 
left, leaving, new religion, that was just a dream, just  
a dream, a dream... not angry, scared,  sweat, sweating  
cold into the dirt, is it blood? dark clouds, it's gonna  
rain on me, damn god, enough already, Big Gulp, Dr. Pepper,  
gotta piss, water, dirty gravel, gonna get infection cloud  
so hot  cigarette  no pain  learn anything, something  
from this  pull  hold dirt tight  dig  nails in  pull  
brake lights  car stopping  someone  holding me  man 
red hair  laughing I'm still laughing can't  stop 
whisper, "hold me .  .  .  how I held him, please .  .  .  don't 
leave me" alone  .  .  . 108 
Period  
You've been  
busy  
excavating flesh & bone,  
spotting these  
moments of darkness &  
light--these pitch black carbon histories of  
dust & ink & ash  
we are born from &  
return to--
bent double digging,  
to a  vanishing  point  
that stretches into frowning  
sentences, yearning  
paragraphs, wretched  
stories  
of a life  
eventually ending  
then beginning  
a  new  